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Abstract 
 
Chinese International Students’ Decision-Making Perspectives: A Case Study 
 
 
David Stewart, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, February 2017 
Chairperson: Kathy D. Geller 
Unprecedented rapidity of change occurring throughout the higher education 
sector linked to student mobility driven globalization momentum reinforces the benefits 
of attracting and cultivating the strongest students to contribute diversity of thought to 
learning environments. The purpose of this case study was to explore multiple 
perspectives of contemporary Chinese study abroad participants’ decision-making 
experiences, seeking to understand the unique Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) 
dynamics impacting Chinese study abroad education decision-making processes and 
outcomes. The study focused on Drexel University’s LeBow College of Business 
Master’s in Finance Program alumni that had graduated between 2012 and 2016 to 
explore their unique, multifaceted, and primarily inclusive decision to study in US.  This 
study supplements the mass of quantitative survey-based data with a qualitative 
compilation of a limited number of contemporary CSSA participant voices to support a 
more holistic understanding of their personal CSSA education decision-making journeys.     
Nineteen individuals, all alumni from the Master’s in Finance Program were 
interviewed to gain rich, descriptive insights into their study abroad decision-making 
experiences.  Along with nineteen interviews, observations and artifacts were used and a 
synthesis of analysis led to four thematic study findings relating to the participant’s 
  xi 
decision-making journey in regards to: (a) processes; (b) opportunities and aspirations; 
(c) challenges overcome; and (d) personal transitions during and after their study abroad 
decision-making process that reflected a decision-making journey cycle from idea 
inception to post-decision outcomes. 
The study conclusions included: (a) Contemporary CSSA decision-making 
experiences reflected aspects of unique Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) norms and 
dynamics; (b) No single decision-making process was adopted for study abroad decision-
making, rather three general paths emerged; (c) Five elements were indicated as key 
motivators for seeking the study abroad experience; (d) Social media played a significant 
and positive role in CSSA pre-study abroad decision-making processes, during study 
abroad, and in participant transitions home to China.   
The recommendations tendered based on study data and literature included:  (a) 
future Chinese study abroad candidates proactively communicate their individual 
aspirations with his or her decision-making group and balance personal resources and 
emotions throughout the decision-making process, (b) individuals and institutions 
recognize and value of cultural and thought diversity while embracing emerging 
commonalities possibly induced by globalization trends; (c) all stakeholders recognize 
the power of social media technology to engage throughout the learning experience; and 
finally (d) reinforce the benefits of further research on decision-making journey 
perspectives among the world’s current largest population of study abroad participants.  
 
Key words:  Chinese Students Studying Abroad (CSSA), decision making process, 
Confucian Heritage, push-pull factors (in higher education), globalization (in higher 
education), internationalization (in higher education) 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
Worldwide, the number of students studying abroad increased from 
approximately 250,000 in 1965 to more than an estimated 4,500,000 in 2015 (Institute of 
International Education (IIE), 2015a).  Knight (2012) noted, “there is no question that 
internationalization, and particularly international student mobility, has transformed the 
higher education landscape in the last decade” (p. 20).  The international student 
population within higher education is currently undergoing more rapid change and 
growth than in any previous decade due to technological advances, innovation, and the 
globalization of higher education (Altbach & Knight, 2007).   
Knight (2008) referred to the trend in higher education wherein students from one 
country pursue postsecondary education in another country as a key element of 
“internationalization” and later defined it as “the process of integrating an international, 
intercultural and global dimension, into the goals, primary function and delivery of higher 
education at the institutional and national levels” (Knight, 2012, p. 22).  de Wit (2011) 
suggested, “internationalization over the years has moved from a reactive to proactive 
strategic issue, from added value to mainstream, and also has seen its focus, scope and 
content evolve substantially” (p. 241) as higher education has come to rely on it for both 
academic and economic gain.  Traditionally, the United Kingdom (UK) and the United 
States (US) have been the leading beneficiaries of international study abroad choices by 
students from around the world.  
In today’s higher education milieu, there are a growing number of options for 
study abroad candidates, countries that are offering more cost-effective value and quality 
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university credentials to achieve future success.  These countries have opened their 
higher education systems to students from other countries and cultures; Australia and 
Canada now aggressively engage study abroad seekers.  Hong Kong, South Korea, and 
Singapore, among others, also seek to capitalize on their proximity and cultural 
similarities to attract study abroad candidates from China (Wilkins & Huisman, 2012).  In 
his study on global and national competition in higher education, Marginson (2006) 
concluded that previously: 
Elite English-speaking institutions have been insulated from the full force of 
global competition by the seller-dominated dynamics of positional goods, and 
affluent students from middle level emerging nations.  National and global 
competition will always produce globally stratified outcomes unless modified by 
policy action that is coordinated across borders. (p. 36)   
  
The perennial higher education destination nations (US & UK) are now being 
challenged by a number of global education options as the phenomenon of Chinese study 
abroad participants expands (Counsell, 2011).  According to Graduate Management 
Admissions Council (GMAC; 2015), the top 10 preferred transnational study 
destinations, in ascending order, included the US, UK, Canada, France, India, Hong 
Kong, Germany, Singapore, Netherlands, and Australia. 
The Chinese students studying abroad acronym (CSSA) introduced by Liu (2014) 
reflects one outcome of the Chinese government-led education “Opening Up” strategy 
and practice spanning many decades and encompassing two distinct periods (Huang, 
2003; Liu, 2014).  The first period from 1978 to 1992 focused on dispatching students, 
scholars, and faculty abroad to the US and UK to acquire and master western skills 
because their resources were considered superior to those available in China.  The second 
phase began in 1993 with the Chinese government encouraging China’s education leaders 
  
3 
to engage and even partner with western schools to acquire relevant knowledge to 
support China’s national growth goals.  The second phase evidenced greater openness 
and collaboration and was immediately followed by steady increases in the number of 
Chinese students interested in, and permitted to, study abroad (Huang, 2003; Liu, 2014).  
Huang (2003) noted that initially during this phase, of the approximately 380,000 
students permitted to study abroad, almost 250,000 opted not to return to China due to 
limited economic opportunity and a perceived lower quality of life.   
Since Huang’s (2003) research, and perhaps indicating a third period, Chinese 
students studying abroad have increased each year with the vast majority returning home 
within two years of securing a degree to utilize their acquired credentials and knowledge 
to capitalize on growing China-based career opportunities.  China’s higher education 
strategy and data with respect to CSSA and Foreign Students Studying in China (FSSC) 
correlates with China’s economic expansion from an estimated 1978 GDP of US $189 
billion to a 2010 US $ 3.88 trillion (Liu, 2014).  China’s economic wellbeing has led to 
significant capacity for increased numbers of Chinese students to pursue the wider range 
of study abroad opportunities and may have played some role in individual CSSA 
decision-making dynamics. 
According to the Open Doors Report (Institution of International Education [IIE], 
2015a), of an estimated total of 4.5 million international study abroad students studying 
worldwide outside their home countries, 974,926 are studying in US schools.  The IIE 
noted there has been a 72% increase in the number of international students studying in 
the US since 2000.  According to the IIE data (2014), students from China comprised the 
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largest percentages of international students in the US, increasing in representation by 
18% between 2014 and 2015 alone and 500% since 2000 (IIE, 2015a).  
 
 
Source: IIE (2015a) 
Figure 1. International study abroad student trends 2000-2014, compiled.  
 
Higher education institutions in the United States seeking to acquire international 
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of many institutions.  According to the GMAC (2015) Annual Survey, while the US 
continues as the most desirable location for global study abroad seekers, its desirability 
rating decreased from 73% to 66% between 2010 and 2014.  This report further indicated 
that the largest decrease in interest was noted from students from the Asia Pacific region.  
During the same period, the international study abroad student populations in Hong 
Kong, UK, Netherlands, and Canada increased, and other English-language destinations 
such as Hong Kong, Canada, Australia, Singapore, and Israel were recognized as 
“welcoming” destinations that offered quality education at lower costs.   
Li and Bray (2007) recognized that while internationalization within the context 
of institutions and society is well studied, less is known regarding the perspectives and 
outlooks of CSSA students and stakeholders regarding their decisions to select 
international study locations.  According to Bodycott and Lai (2012), little is known 
regarding the role of the family in the contemporary cross-border and study abroad 
education decision-making.  Benefits are likely to be gained through the illumination of 
the unique influences, interests, and aspirations of Chinese students, which influence their 
education choice to study in the US.  
Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
Little is known about the decision-making process and interfamilial dynamics that 
influence and determine CSSA education choice to study in the US; this lack of 
understanding may be affecting US universities’ ability to remain competitive in a rapidly 
changing and globalizing higher education sector. 
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Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
The purpose of this study was to explore multiple perspectives of Chinese study 
abroad participants’ decision-making processes and impacts, seeking to recognize the 
unique Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) dynamics influencing Chinese study abroad 
participant decisions.  A thorough analysis considers both upstream and downstream 
elements of the decision-making process including decision influences, experiences, and 
impacts.  While there is extensive research on the numbers of CSSA and their financial 
impact on education, there is limited research that explores the decision-making 
experiences and impacts upon study abroad participants from the voices of the students 
themselves.  The study specifically sought to understand the personal decision-making 
experiences and key push and pull factors influencing the CSSA decisions and their 
choice of destinations (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002).  Building upon Bodycott’s (2009) 
Mazzarol and Soutar’s (2002) research on study abroad push and pull factors in higher 
education decision making, this study explored CSSA participant decision-making from 
multiple perspectives, including but not limited to (a) the education system in China’s 
limited capacity to accommodate internal demand, (b) China’s economic growth that has 
made self- (family-) funded international education possible and impacted the Chinese 
study abroad decision-making process, (c) China’s higher education policy of “opening 
up” that has enhanced student mobility significantly impacting globalization trends, and 
(d) the experiences of contemporary CSSA executing decisions in the midst of global 
change noted by research.     
Today’s generation of CSSA enjoys a significantly different lifestyle than their 
parents.  How contemporary individual CSSA participants balance and accommodate 
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personal interests with filial piety and other unique cultural factors was explored at 
length.  This study’s data may better inform US institutions in their goal to both 
strengthen education quality through more effective acquisition of talent and provide 
greater understanding of cultural factors that contribute to institution selection. 
US institutions have clearly recognized the benefits of international students.  The 
IIE (2015a) data noted that three first-tier private institutions, namely Columbia 
University, New York University, and the University of Southern California, have 
surpassed inclusion of 10,000 international students on their respective campuses for the 
second year in a row.  Five additional US institutions followed this international 
enrollment expansion strategy—UCLA, Purdue University–West Lafayette, University of 
Illinois – Urbana Champaign, Arizona State and Northeastern Universities—with 
enrollments surpassing 10,000 (IIE, 2015a).  IIE (2015a) information further noted:  
While China remains the top country of origin of international students in the 
U.S., increasing by 11% to 304,040, India’s growth has outpaced China’s this 
year with students from India increasing by 29.4 percent to a record 132,888.  
International students spending in all 50 states contributed more than $30 billion 
to the U.S. economy in 2014 according to the U.S. Department of Commerce. (p. 
2) 
 
Shifting reliance upon international student enrollments has been found to have 
significant ramifications for the US’s long-term economic horizon, “Our central estimates 
suggest that a 10% increase in the number of foreign graduate students would raise patent 
applications by 4.5%, university patent grants by 6.8%, and non-university patent grants 
by 5%” (Chellaraj, Maskus, & Mattoo, 2008, p. 444).  
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Research Questions 
The following questions framed the research: 
1. How do these Chinese students describe their graduate study abroad decision-
making process, experiences, motivations, and impacts?  
2. How did the Confucian Heritage Culture-based sociocultural/intergenerational 
norms and values of both the students and their families affect their graduate 
study abroad decisions?    
3. What influences led these Chinese graduate students to choose to study in the 
United States? 
 
Conceptual Framework 
Researcher’s Philosophy 
As a researcher who considers himself to be a social constructivist in a post-
positivist work setting in a Graduate School of Business, my research observations and 
interpretations have been shaped by both research perspectives.  I value the methodology 
of qualitative case study research.  Because I want to understand a real-world case from a 
post-positivist perspective, assuming that such an understanding of contextual conditions 
of current CSSA participants may better position me as a social constructivist student 
advocate through expanded cultural awareness, I based my methodology on Yin’s 
description of case study.  Yin (2014) noted on case study research:  
[It is] particularly effective in addressing the “how” and the “why” of empirical 
inquiry that both investigates contemporary phenomenon (the case) in depth 
within a real world context, especially when the boundaries between the 
phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident. (p. 16)   
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As a researcher, I explore the nuances of decision-making seeking to explain the 
dynamic individual experiences of CSSA participants; thus, my research stance 
gravitated toward social constructivist inquiry as such: 
Particularly concerned with explicating the processes by which people come to 
describe, explain, or otherwise account for the world (including themselves) in 
which they live.  It attempts to articulate common forms of understanding as they 
now exist, as they existed in prior periods, and as they might exist should creative 
attention be so directed. (Gergen, 1985, p. 2)   
 
The two approaches framed my pursuit of a broader understanding of a bounded case 
study population. 
Researcher’s Tacit Experiences 
I approached this research drawing on the experiences gained while a Senior 
Program Director in a School of Business at a private university.  In this role, I directed 
and led a number of successful graduate and executive education programs.  I attribute 
much of my professional success to seeking to understand the needs, aspirations, and 
expectations of students investing in higher education.  My focus for the current study 
was on the growing international student population, specifically the Chinese students 
who were enrolled in programs under my oversight for the recent five years.  
I acknowledge that my professional background informed my role as a researcher 
and I recognized I needed to understand how these tacit experiences influenced my 
approach to this research.  During data collection and analysis, I needed to maintain 
objectivity as I collected, analyzed, and interpreted the qualitative study data that 
emerged from the voices of Chinese students who participated in the study.   
The timing, focus, and context of the current research considered Chinese study 
abroad decision-making from both the macro perspective of the higher education sector’s 
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trends and impacts and the micro-individual perspective from a bounded population of 
Chinese students.  Understanding CSSA participant interests, aspirations, expectations, 
and culture prior to arrival to campus may have enhanced the relationships that influence 
institution system-wide sustainability through greater awareness of international student 
experiences contributing to US higher education quality and growth aspirations.  
Conceptual Framework 
To provide the critical information to better understand, engage, and embrace this 
distinctive population of students, three streams of research were explored in the 
literature review: (a) Chinese student study abroad (CSSA) trends and impacts, (b) 
Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) sociocultural/intergenerational dynamics among 
contemporary CSSA participants, and (c) CSSA decision-making processes and 
individual experiences.  The relationship amongst each of these streams is depicted in 
Figure 2.  
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Figure 2. Relationship dynamic among the three steams of research. 
 
Chinese student study abroad trends and impacts.  This stream focuses on the 
increasing number of study abroad students discussed previously.  IIE (2015a) noted that 
there has been a 72% increase in the number of international students studying in the US 
since 2000.  Students from China comprise the largest percentages of international 
students in the US, with representation increasing 18% between 2014 and 2015 alone and 
500% since 2000 (IIE, 2015a).  Yan and Berliner (2011) recommended that a systematic 
study be done to effectively delineate Chinese international student demographic trends.  
The global statistics describe the significance of CSSA growth trends and impacts (direct 
CSSA		trends	and	impacts	
	CHC	sociocultural/intergenerational	dynamics	among	contemporary	CSSA	
CSSA  
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making 
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and indirect).  We need a better understanding of the influences that comprise and 
contribute to the rapidly changing higher education environment. 
Chinese student study abroad individual decision-making processes and 
experiences.  The second stream sought to explore personal CSSA experiences during 
the student’s higher education decision-making process, considering both intrinsic 
motivation and extrinsic group influences that fuel the rapidly changing and globalizing 
higher education learning environment (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Mazzarol & Soutar, 
2002).  In his research into decision-making processes of Mainland Chinese undertaking 
study abroad, Wu (2014) noted that social and historic forces have affected CSSA 
motivations and choices over the decades.  He noted that changes in these forces tended 
to be neither recognized nor noted.  He credited Findlay with stating, “It is therefore 
necessary to seek alternative ways of exploring demand for overseas education in relation 
to the contextual changes (as cited in Wu, 2014, p. 428).  When exploring the CSSA 
experiences and motivation, it is important to recognize the culture in which CSSA 
participants have been raised and the education systems that impact their decision 
processes (Sánchez, Fornerino, & Zhang, 2006; Wu, 2014).  Elaborating further, Sánchez 
et al. (2006) noted, “Certain universal motivations are found across cultures, and that 
some motivations will be more prevalent in some cultures than others.  These motivations 
influence people’s choices or how they will perform in this case, the expressed intention 
to study abroad” (p. 32).  
I sought to acquire greater understanding of the decision-making process and 
personal experiences of a bounded group of CSSA participants.  The CSSA decision-
making process may be highly unique due to the rapidity of change in China and may 
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range from a highly complex and conflicted externally driven process to a more 
positively balanced combination of intrinsic motivation integrated with multi-layered 
extrinsic influences that blend individual and societal interests into a collectively 
beneficial decision.  This was explored in the current research. 
CSSA Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) sociocultural/intergenerational 
decision-making dynamics.  The third stream explored unique CSSA Confucian 
Heritage Culture (CHC) norms that may have influenced CSSA decisions.  Additionally, 
it sought to explore the cultural norms and acculturation process to identify solutions to 
the barriers experienced within this learning community.  P. Tran (2012) suggested these 
barriers have included social and cultural beliefs linked to CHC and education norms.  
Yan and Berliner (2011) identified a number of significant distinctive challenges 
faced by Chinese candidates prior to their selection of a non-Chinese education option.  
Harris and Nibbler (1998) described cultural collectivism and individualism, noting that 
there are clear differences between Chinese (Asian) students and U.S. students in patterns 
of individual and group interactions and decision-making.  Chinese students have tended 
to be collective in reaching decisions while US participants were seen as more 
individualistic in consensus building.  
Further elaboration regarding the impact of CHC upon Chinese candidate 
decision-making is provided, including the significant influences of Guanxi, a term 
referring to the importance of relationships with parents, mentors, community, and 
friends in all aspects of life (Buckley, Clegg, & Tan, 2006; P. Tran, 2012; T. Tran, 2013).  
By acquiring a greater understanding of cultural norms of the Chinese student population 
influenced by CHC history, institutions may more effectively understand and engage 
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CSSA.  Understanding CHC also may offer insights into significant portions of the 
Taiwanese, Japanese, Korean, Thai, and Vietnamese student populations.   
Definition of Terms 
Chinese Students Studying Abroad (CSSA) 
Acronym describing students from China pursuing non-domestic education in 
school located outside China (Lui, 2014) 
Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) 
Describes the distinctive cultural elements of guanxi and mianzi as learning 
motivations and life aspirations.  The terms refer to the social ties or connections 
to one’s community and one’s parents (mother and father) (P. Tran, 2012; T. 
Tran, 2013) 
Filial Piety  
The parent-child relationship in CHC whereby “children are expected to obey, 
honor and respect their parents . . . avoid conflict, never to act against parents’ 
wishes even if they disagree with their decisions” (Lee & Morrish, 2012, p. 63) 
Gao Kao 
The academic exam, which is the pre-requisite for entrance into higher education 
in China (Zwart, 2013, p. 69) 
Globalization of higher education 
“Globalization is the economic, political and societal forces pushing 21st century 
higher education toward greater international involvement” (Altbach & Knight, 
2007, p. 290). 
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Guanxi 
“The fundamental web of interpersonal relations permeating Chinese societies 
than can reduce uncertainty and provide usable relational resources and a sense of 
connectedness” (Buckley et al., 2006) 
Hai Gui 
A Chinese term describing sea turtle tendencies to return home throughout their 
lives referring to “Chinese who have been educated or lived abroad and have 
returned home to China with foreign skills and experience” (Zwart, 2013, p. 69) 
Internationalization of higher education 
“Internationalization is the process of integrating international, intercultural, and 
global dimensions into the goals.”  “Internationalization is becoming a catch-all 
phrase to describe anything and everything remotely linked to worldwide, 
intercultural, global or international” (Knight, 2012, p. 22). 
Jiatong Ranking 
“A widely observed and influential worldwide university ranking system” (Zwart, 
2013, p. 69).  The ranking is published by Shanghai Jiatong University. 
Mianzi (Face) 
Recognition by others of an individual’s social standing and position (Buckley et 
al., 2006; P. Tran, 2012; T. Tran, 2013)  
Push-Pull Factors (in Higher Education) 
Identifies factors motivating a student's desire to seek overseas education and 
influencing the decision process in selection of a final study destination (Mazzarol 
& Soutar, 2002). 
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Assumptions and Limitations 
As a Graduate Business Programs Director who has developed graduate programs 
and advocated for students (domestic and international) for over a decade, the researcher 
had a number of assumptions that may have influenced his study. 
1. CSSA alumni study participants would be willing to share their personal 
insights with the researcher. 
2. CSSA alumni study participants would be able to overcome cultural 
expectations of respect for former authority figures in order to provide full and 
accurate responses to key interview questions. 
3. Enough alumni would be granted Optical Practical Training visa extensions to 
facilitate face-to-face interviews that would bypass the need for the use of 
social media engagement. 
4. Cross-culture and dual-language differences would be overcome with trust 
and patience. 
5. The number of study volunteers would offer a balanced distribution of 
demographic diversity and relative gender balance of males and females.  
 
These assumptions were recognized and the researcher worked to mitigate their influence 
on his data collection and analysis of data.   
One limitation of the study is that due to the degree and rapidity of change 
throughout higher education in the US, including globalization of academic systems and 
the internationalization of education processes within institutions attempting to address 
the changing face of higher education as well as the study abroad growth phenomenon, 
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understanding CSSA decision-making offers benefits to US institutions of higher 
education.  Due to the velocity of economic development affecting China’s middle and 
upper classes that comprise the primary core of CSSA participants, research engagement 
may need to be a continuous process.  The size and scope of the recent study abroad 
growth phenomenon, as well as the significance of potential impacts of the CSSA 
participant population, warrant further study.  Qualitative case study methods provide 
superior tools for exploring the nuances of unique aspects of students’ individual 
experiences within a CHC.  While some within education may choose to embrace a status 
quo-why bother approach, given industry international market growth trends, my research 
adopts a social constructivist perspective and assumes higher education leadership values 
education stakeholders beyond business competitive advantage.  The international student 
and graduate stress levels do not diminish, even after graduating.  International students 
remaining in the country must be approved for an Optional Practical Training period, 
which permits 6-12 months for them to find permanent full-time employment.  The 
choice to remain in the US is also influenced by the respective CSSA participant’s home 
city/province economy employment prospects.    
Securing 10-20 Chinese study abroad participants who graduated within the 
previous five years to voluntarily participate in face-to-face interviews initially proved 
challenging.  While hoping for the research findings to be relevant to other schools, 
findings only reflect the local data generated from a small study population of 19 CSSA 
study volunteer participants from a single graduate program in a single university. 
Obstacles and limitations in effectively engaging the target Chinese participants 
due to the graduates’ affluence, laser focus on employment, internships, and varying 
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professional certification goals were overcome due to a trip to China.  Another 
significant researcher challenge at the outset was bridging the cultural differences and 
especially any real or perceived authority dynamics that could influence study participant 
honesty in responses.  However, the challenge was mitigated by a trip to China for the 
interviews.  Finally, efforts were made by the researcher to facilitate gender balance in 
volunteer study responses.  Counter to gender imbalances currently occurring in China, 
the Drexel University Sacramento Master’s in Finance program enrollment between 2011 
and 2016 included highly qualified percentages of female (52%) to male (48%).  Trends 
sometimes may begin in unexpected places but time and research can provide 
transparency in a rapidly changing world.  
Summary 
Given the documented changes currently occurring throughout higher education 
from globalization often influenced by fiscal sustainability and national interest, to 
internationalization of the higher education process and practices intended to facilitate 
quality learning and inclusion, higher education appears to be undergoing a critical period 
of transformation.  In times of volatility and change, seeking greater understanding of 
non-traditional international education stakeholders influenced by and influencing the 
noted globalization transformation offers an opportunity to contribute to timely and 
relevant scholarly research discussion beyond quantitative data.  This qualitative case 
study was uniquely positioned to explore the personal experiences of the CSSA decision-
making processes.  It sought to better understand unique cultural influences of the CSSA 
population.  Executing an effective exploration into this unique and rapidly advancing 
contemporary dynamic of a decision-making process in the context of a specific group of 
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people and their cultures may offer colleges and universities who have grown their 
CSSA population for fiscal reasons a way to better understand the needs of this student 
population.  While exploring this developing individual and group decision-making 
process based on a small number of volunteer participants, one must not generalize.  It is 
important to recognize that the affluence of the study volunteer participants may align 
with their greater access to education funding, as well as social and business networks 
(both traditional and technology-based) than those of the majority of Chinese students 
from lower economic strata.     
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction to Chapter 2 
In today’s higher education sector, change has become a constant, and some 
researchers comment that globalization and internationalization are evident and possibly 
inevitable (Altbach & Knight 2007; Knight, 2012).  Knight (2012) noted, “There is no 
question that internationalization, and particularly international student mobility, has 
transformed the higher education landscape in the last decade” (p. 20).  This review 
focuses specifically on the available research that informs an exploration of the decision-
making experiences of Chinese students opting to study abroad in the US.   
As discussed in Chapter 1, incidents of international student mobility have 
increased from 250,000 in 1965 to an estimated 4.5 million in 2015 (IIE, 2015a).  This 
growth trend reinforces the importance for greater understanding of the education 
decision-making experiences of contemporary Chinese students studying abroad.  The 
term “Chinese students studying abroad” was referenced in Liu’s (2014) study of China’s 
education system which compared the experiences of CSSA participants with foreign 
students studying in China.   
Knight (2012) suggested, “Given new dimensions of student mobility and the 
accelerated pace of change of international education, it is prudent to study the complex 
phenomenon and identify the important issues and trends” (p. 21).  Prior research has 
noted that the extensive increase in student mobility, and specifically transnational study 
abroad activity, is among key drivers of current and future higher education change 
(Altbach, 2013; Bodycott, 2009; Counsell, 2011; Knight, 2012).  Knight (2012) further 
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noted, “University strategic plans, national policy statements, international 
declarations, and academic articles all indicate the centrality of internationalization in the 
world of higher education.  In fact, the changing dynamics of internationalization are 
contributing to [a] current state of turmoil” (p. 20).  This broader context is reinforced by 
Altbach (2013) who stated, “The changing landscape of higher education across the 
world provided both challenges and opportunities for the institutions of higher learning in 
their efforts to produce highly qualified graduates and advance discourse and the 
production of knowledge” (p. 14).  These global trends throughout higher education have 
suggested that a convergence of factors is impacting contemporary CSSA decision-
making processes, which in turn are contributing to global trends.  
In times of change, it appears beneficial to engage with the respective decision-
makers who are influencing and, in turn, being influenced by the change momentum.  
Bodycott (2009) recognized that unique sociocultural aspects play significant roles in 
education decision-making processes suggesting, “This cultural fundamental has until 
now been hardly recognized in the literature on marketing international education in 
Confucian societies” (p. 369).  Bodycott and Lai (2012) further asserted, “little is known 
about the role of the family in the CSSA decision-making process” (p. 253).  Liu (2014) 
discussed that a number of China’s centralized education strategies (including their 
“Opening Up” strategy in the mid-1990s) encouraged and supported the expansion of 
Chinese student mobility.  The cumulative number of CSSA participants studying abroad 
across the world has surpassed 2 million in just three decades.  Liu (2014) concluded that 
future CSSA and FSSC participation numbers would be directly linked to China’s 
economic performance and continued growth of their gross domestic product (GDP). 
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The decision to study abroad is among the most significant and costly 
investments an individual and his or her family is likely to undertake in a lifetime, as 
reflected in Lee and Morrish’s (2012) research on cultural values and education choice 
among Chinese families.  Previous research data have suggested that the CSSA decision-
making process is unique from Western counterparts in a number of ways, including 
significant and incremental influence by extrinsic sociocultural and intergenerational 
factors that may not be fully understood (Chen, Liu, & Mair, 2011; Fan, 2002; Lee & 
Morrish, 2012; Liu, 2014; P. Tran, 2012; T. Tran, 2013).  Bodycott and Lai (2012) 
recommended that further research into the CSSA decision-making experience and 
process is warranted and beneficial to better understand CSSA perspectives.   
This literature review explored the contextual framework in which CSSA decision-
making is being executed by CSSA participants and their families (Chen et al., 2011; 
Fan, 2002; Lee & Morrish, 2012; P. Tran, 2012; T. Tran, 2013), illuminating the intrinsic 
and extrinsic factors unique to CHC that influence individual decision-making processes 
among the growing CSSA population (Altbach, 2013; de Wit, 2011; Knight, 2012).  
Three related streams of theory, research, and practice inform the current exploration of 
CSSA decision-making processes and individual experiences.  The first literature stream 
reviewed global trends and impacts of CSSA decisions on the global higher education 
sector.  The second stream detailed research relating to intrinsic CSSA decision-making 
processes and individual experiences.  The third stream discussed the extrinsic influences 
within CHC sociocultural environments.  Streams two and three were explored with 
specific emphasis on the unique aspects of CSSA decision-making that emerge from the 
collective CHC (Bodycott & Lai, 2012; Li & Bray, 2007).  Figure 3 offers a graphic 
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representation of the conceptual framework leading theorists that informs the present 
research.  
 
Figure 3. Dynamic relationships, the conceptual framework theme leading theorists.   
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A systematic examination should be undertaken in order to delineate what 
Chinese international student’s demographic trends are over decades, what their 
motivations are for studying in the United States, what unique features of the 
acculturation process are, and what challenges they face in US Universities. (p. 
174)   
 
Global perspective.  The prevalence of change permeating the global higher 
education sector is evident (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Knight, 2012).  “Globalization is 
the context of economic trends that are part of the reality of the 21st century.  
Internationalization includes the policies and practices undertaken by academic systems 
and institutions – even individuals – to cope with the global academic environment” 
(Altbach & Knight, 2007, p. 290).  Due to the speed of change, leading researchers have 
needed to update earlier statements and definitions about globalization.  Altbach (2013) 
noted, “the broad economic, technological, and scientific trends that directly affect higher 
education are inevitable” (p. 5).  Knight (2012), too, updated her description of 
internationalization, describing it as “the process of integrating an international, 
intercultural and global dimension into the goals, primary function and delivery of higher 
education at the institutional and national levels” (p. 22).  The development of these key 
definitions reflects the sector’s rapid change and the fluidity of research perspectives.   
Mazzarol and Soutar’s (2002) push and pull model represents the marketing 
framework from which most CSSA decision-making research appears to have been 
executed to date.  They defined key “push” factors as those that operate in the source 
country and initiate the student’s decision to study abroad.  “Pull” factors “operate within 
the host country relatively attractive to international students” (p. 82).  Some countries 
and institutions have invested in a proactive internationalization strategy (de Wit, 2011).  
Contrary to de Wit’s (2011) assertions regarding the proactive and holistic nature of 
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sector internationalization processes, Li and Bray (2007), as well as Bodycott and Lai 
(2012), noted that little is understood about the role of the families in the CSSA decision-
making process.  
Burdett and Crossman’s (2012) work on international student engagement on 
behalf of the Australian government acknowledged the significant economic benefits 
international students have on local economies and global learning environments.  
Australia’s internationalization strategy has been opportunistic and marketing focused 
due to their English-based delivery formats and proximity to China.  They have a rapidly 
expanding CSSA population.  In a comparison of the UK, US, and Australian higher 
education engagement strategies, Findlay (2011) stated:  
In terms of understanding international student flows, the primary concern is to 
understand the forces structuring the geography of these flows, recognizing that a 
globally competitive higher education sector is not just the motivations of mobile 
students and their parents that are important, but also supply-side practices of 
those seeking to recruit talented young people from other countries into 
universities and other institutions of higher education (p. 162).  
 
As globalization of higher education expands, competition for quality international 
students has become lucrative.  Findlay (2011) noted, “In spite of this, remarkably little 
attention has been given to analyzing the spatiality of this global business and the 
relations between student flows and the emergent global hierarchy of universities” (p. 
162).   
Burdett and Crossman (2012) identified that from 2000 to 2007, Australia blazed 
new standards for effectively engaging Chinese students, at one point surpassing Canada.  
They described CSSA plateauing in 2007, then Australia was consistently losing ground 
after the 2008 global economic downturn.  Solely marketing-based internationalization 
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campaigns have been unable to sustain initial international enrollment numbers or 
quality momentum.  Australia’s experiences reinforce the importance of further 
exploration of CSSA decision-making to understand what beyond-marketing strategies 
are needed to maintain increased student enrollment.  
US perspective.  US higher education has traditionally been perceived as an 
avenue to the American Dream of prosperity and happiness.  While the post-World War 
II US government strategy supported higher education as a way to delay the return of 
male soldiers back into the workforce (The Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of 
Business, 2013), it was marketed on the American Dream.  The domestic demand for 
education was further enhanced by a large population increase between 1946 and 1964 
(the “Baby Boomers”).   
As noted previously, international student mobility has increased by nearly a 
factor of 20 since 1965.  The current total number of international students studying in 
the US since 2000 alone has nearly doubled to the present population of 974,926.  CSSA 
are by far the largest study aboard population in the US, with more than twice the number 
of students in the U.S. than any other country (IIE, 2015a).  
The growth of international students acquiring degrees in the US in the past 
decade has brought significant economic impact.  According to the U.S. Department of 
Commerce (as cited in IIE, 2015a), international students contribute more than $30 
billion to the US economy annually.  Approximately 70% of all international students 
studying in the US receive the majority of their funds from sources outside the U.S. (IIE, 
2015a).  He and Banham’s (2011) research on Chinese students studying in Canada noted 
that international education has evolved from a historical focus on international aid to 
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beneficial international trade.  International students have become vital to the local and 
national economies where students reside and attend school contributing to the economic 
sustainability of higher education (Huang, 2003).   
The US currently remains the primary location for international students seeking 
undergraduate and graduate degrees.  Key informed and proactive US states and 
education institutions have not waited for federal government direction.  Active 
applications of de Wit’s (2011) proactive internationalization strategy are supported in 
five states: California, which hosted more than 120,000 international students in 2014, 
followed by New York, Texas, Massachusetts, and Illinois.  Four of the top 10 
destinations for international student education saw double-digit international student 
enrollment growth, all led by CSSA.  Researchers have concluded that many aspects of 
the US higher education system have become more global and internationalized; the 
preponderance of research still reflects that most aspects of the US education platform 
and process accommodating growing international student populations remains 
traditionally and domestically focused and this may limit future growth as competition 
grows (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Burdett & Crossman, 2012; de Wit, 2011).  A visual 
representing world-wide manifestations of global student mobility trends, by source 
nations or host nations, as well as a list of the US states and education institutions that 
demonstrate proactive higher education internationalization strategy discussed by leading 
theorists is in Figure 4 (Altbach, 2013; de Wit, 2011; Knight, 2012; Wilkins & Huisman, 
2012). 
The IIE (2015b) empirical data reflecting emerging themes noted by theorists 
such as globalization trends throughout the higher education sector (a) identifies 
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international student mobility as a key factor driving sector momentum, (b) confirms 
students from China to be the largest source of global study abroad activity, and (c) 
identifies leading U.S. states and education institutions that are proactively executing 
effective internationalization strategies.  
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Source: IIE (2015b) 
Figure 4. IIE Open Doors report fast-facts. 
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While there has been a growing population of international higher education 
students coming to the US, there has been parallel growth in the number of options for 
international study in multiple world locations (Wilkins & Huisman, 2012).  Institutions 
seeking to acquire the best and brightest international students to strengthen education 
quality and fiscal strength, or governments seeking to acquire and retain international 
assets to facilitate patent production and economic well-being face increasing 
competition (Altbach, 2013).  In his study of national and global higher education 
competition dynamic, Marginson (2006) concluded: 
Global higher education is produced and consumed within a world-wide 
university hierarchy in which inequality between research universities, and 
between nations – and the often uni-directional flows of people, capital and 
knowledge associated with those inequalities – are necessary to global 
competition. (p. 35) 
 
Today, the perennial higher education powers like the US and UK are no longer 
considered the only sources for international quality education and this may have future 
implications for US universities.   
China’s perspective.  Zhang (2003) described, “China has experienced 
spectacular economic growth, with its gross domestic product (GDP) growing at the 
average annual rate of approximately 9.7%” (p. 625) through 2015.  Economic growth 
and technological enhancements including the role of social media have influenced 
enrollment processes and student experiences. 
As China succeeded in strengthening their respective production, construction, 
engineering, and technology industries in recent years, “China has pledged to create a 
layer of top research universities of its own” (Marginson, 2006, p. 36).  China’s strategy 
is intended to address limited higher education institution capacity to satisfy expanding 
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internal education demands and to continue efforts to retain intellectual capital (de Wit, 
2011).  In recent years, retaining the talent of the highest scoring and performing students 
(based on China’s standardized tests – Goa Kao) has resulted in a tripling of patent 
production from 6,400 in 2004 to 19,200 in 2008 (Yu, Stith, Liu, & Chen, 2012).  This 
trend is one more manifestation of the global changes likely to impact contemporary 
CSSA education decision-making. 
China’s “Opening Up” strategy.  China’s history spans thousands of years 
contributing numerous global firsts, including writing, gunpowder, fireworks, and 
government organization.  Now China is playing a significant role in the global higher 
education sector dynamic (Bodycott, 2009; Li & Bray, 2007; Liu, 2014).  Liu (2014) 
described that since China adopted an “Opening Up” strategy in the mid-1990s, 
encouraging and providing greater support of student mobility, the cumulative number of 
CSSA surpassed 2 million in just three decades.  China’s Opening Up process over the 
last 30 years has been described in two phases (Huang, 2003; Liu, 2014).   
First phase: 1978–1992.  While there were earlier study abroad ventures, in the 
first phase of the Opening Up strategy, the Chinese government generally selected and 
dispatched students, scholars, and faculty members in desired disciplines to go abroad to 
pursue their studies utilizing foreign funded research and scholarships with the 
expectation that these individuals would return home with their acquired intellectual 
capital and experience.  During the 1970s and 1980s, the majority of international 
students studying in the US received domestically generated institutional subsidies.  
Government scholarships were viewed as US aid.  China recognized the benefits of 
facilitating study abroad interest for various beneficial reasons.  The figure regarding the 
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percentages of returning CSSA participants ranges from 13% and 45% between the 
period from the late 1990s to 2002, and “reverse brain” since then is shifting in favor of 
China in recent years (Zweig, Fung, & Han, 2008).  China recognizes the benefits of 
facilitating study abroad interest due to China’s limited capacity to address student 
demand.  The Chinese government works diligently to facilitate the return of students 
with externally acquired intellectual capital.  Zweig et al. (2008) estimated the number of 
returning CSSA participants in the late 1990s at 13%.  Since then, the Chinese 
government works to achieve what some describe as a “reverse brain-drain,” whereby 
“the talented would bring back their knowledge and enhanced human capital, putting it to 
work for their home country” (p. 4).  These strategic government efforts resulted in 
boosting percentages of returning study abroad participants to 40% in 2002 (Zweig et al., 
2008). 
Second phase: 1992 – present.  Proactive efforts on the part of the Chinese 
government expanded individual study abroad opportunities while exploring further how 
to encourage more students studying overseas to return home.  In 2008, the number of 
CSSA in the US was estimated at 98,000 with an economic impact around $14.5 billion 
(Yan & Berliner, 2011).  Today’s estimates of the number of Chinese students studying 
in the US has more than tripled to 340,040 with an estimated economic impact of $30 
billion (IIE, 2015a).  China’s global education strategy for Opening Up intellectual 
capital goals is pumping revenue into the economies of many nations including the US.  
Challenges of the Opening Up strategy.  Liu (2014) noted that the Chinese 
government is working diligently to keep their intellectual capital at home; however, the 
country’s education system infrastructure is unable to accommodate the rapidly growing 
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demand for quality education for their burgeoning middle class.  By some estimates, it 
is believed that China’s highest quality institutions are beyond capacity, further pushing 
the CSSA trend.  The U.S. News and World Report (2016) of Best Global Universities in 
China described the top 10 universities in China with their global rankings. 
 
Table 1 
U.S. News and World Report: 2016 Global Universities Comparative Ranking—China 
School Name  City  
National 
Ranking  
Global 
Ranking 
Peking University  Beijing 1 41 
Tsinghua University Beijing 2 59 
Fudan University Shanghai 3 96 
Zhejiang University Hangzhou 4 106 
University of Science and Technology of China Hefei 5 131 
Shanghai Jiao Tong University Shanghai 6 136 
Nanjing University Nanjing 7 180 
Sun Yat-sen University Guangzhou 8 198 
Wuhan University Wuhan 9 251 
Huazhong University of Science and 
Technology  Wuhan 10 265 
Source: U.S. News & World Report (2016) 
 
 
China’s pledge “to create a layer of top institutions” (Marginson, 2006, p. 36) is in 
process.  Their limited success in delivering the additional “layers” of China-based 
research institutions strengthens the positions regarding education push incentives for 
CSSA trends (Bodycott & Lai, 2012; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002).     
Fang and Wang (2014) further described the Chinese government’s efforts to 
retain their intellectual capital in country through enticing some of the world’s elite 
universities to pair with government-approved internal institutions.  In this scenario, 
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Chinese students study in country while still experiencing globalized higher education.  
In his study of student mobility impacting UK higher education, Findlay (2011) pointed 
out two key threats to traditional higher education providers: 
(1) the diffusion of western-style higher education institutions around the globe 
has meant that an increasing number of students in less wealthy countries have 
been presented with an opportunity to study “at home” rather than going abroad.  
(2) At the same time more advanced economies have entered the higher education 
market for international students potentially eroding the market share of 
traditional suppliers such as [the] UK. (p. 16) 
 
CSSA trends include globalization, internationalization, and the expansion in 
student mobility and study abroad activity (Altbach, 2007; de Wit, 2011; Knight, 2012).  
The US and China’s respective historic and current internationalization strategies for 
education were compared and discussed in light of increasing global competition (Huang, 
2003; Liu, 2014; Marginson, 2006; Yao, 2004; Zhang, 2003).  The aggregate impact of 
strategic decisions by governments, institutions, and international students appears to be 
intertwined and responding to rapid changes.  Knight (2008) described 
internationalization in 2008 as: 
one of the major forces impacting and shaping higher education as it evolves to 
meet the challenges of the 21st century. Overall, the picture of internationalization 
that is emerging is one of complexity, diversity, and differentiation. The 
internationalization of higher education is a process in rapid evolution—both as 
actor and as reactor to the new realities of globalization and together rather 
turbulent times facing higher education. (p. ix) 
 
Four years later she commented:  
Internationalization has come of age, no longer is it an ad hoc or marginalized 
part of higher education.  University strategic plans, national policy statement, 
international declarations, and academic articles all indicate the centrality of 
internationalization in higher education. (Knight, 2012, p. 20)   
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This momentum toward globalization emerges from the aggregate impact of individual 
CSSA decisions.  “The changing landscape of higher education across the world provides 
both challenges and opportunities for institutions of higher learning to produce highly 
skilled graduates and advance discourse and production of knowledge” (Altbach, 2013, p. 
14).  Prior research has indicated the need for further study of the CSSA population 
experiences due to their growing role in global student mobility and the potential impact 
on host institutions and local economies. 
 CSSA Decision-Making Processes and Experiences  
Decision-making varies based on the individual, group, culture, and circumstance.  
In studying cross-cultural differences in decision-making between adolescent Chinese 
and Anglo student populations, Hofstede (as cited in Brew, Hesketh, & Taylor, 2001) 
noted that decision-making style theories generally fall into three categories: (a) they 
describe the “subjective utility model” as a functional, systematic approach to measuring 
items in the decision making process; (b) the second category “heuristic” approach to 
decision-making recognizes minimum “good-enough” range of acceptability; and (c) the 
final decision-making category integrates the role of emotion and personality in the 
process.  Study abroad decision-making processes tend to be more complex given the 
investments required.  These general decision-making models provide a contextual 
framework for the most basic decision-making contexts, yet they still offer little insight 
regarding the unique complexities of the CSSA decision-making journey.       
“Decisions involve many intangibles that need to be traded off. To do that, they 
have to be measured alongside tangibles whose measurements must also be evaluated as 
to, how well, they serve the objectives of the decision maker” (Saaty, 2008, p. 83).  
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CSSA decision-making within CHC constructs is described as unique compared to 
western study abroad participant decision-making and as among the most complex 
dynamics of all (P. Tran, 2012; T. Tran, 2013; J. Wang, 2013; Y. Wang, 2015; Xue & 
Wang, 2012; F. Yang, 2007; K. Yang, 1996; Yeh & Bedford, 2003; Yi, 2003).  In the 
comparison of Chinese and Anglo decision-making styles, Brew et al. (2001) contrasted 
Anglo (Western) styles as being “self-initiated and internally directed” decision-making, 
while Chinese dynamics tend to be more flexible and open to “other,” even in the cases 
of individual study abroad decisions (p. 3). Brew et al. (2001) concluded that social 
networking, harmony, and trust are integral elements within the collectivist decision-
making construct, specifically noting the importance of “vertical over horizontal in 
interpersonal relationship . . . that Chinese are more likely to defer to the decisions of 
others or allow events to shape themselves” (p. 5).  Wu (2014), in a more recent study of 
decision-making processes of Chinese students, concluded: 
motivations for overseas study among Chinese students over the previous decades 
suggest that social and historical forces affect these choices and decision–making 
processes. Change in the forces are rarely noted although they can offer guidance 
and direction to students. (p. 428) 
 
Key study abroad determinants.  A number of researchers have offered theories 
regarding the driving factors in determining CSSA decision-making outcomes (He & 
Banham, 2011).  Wilkins, Balakrishnan, and Huisman (2011) credited Lee for 
establishing the Push-Pull Model to explain the factors influencing people to migrate for 
study.  They reiterated Li and Bray’s (2007) argument that while the Push-Pull model 
provides a mechanism for explaining elements of student choice, it is limited.  “Both 
push and pull factors are external forces that impact students’ behavior and choices, but 
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the individual preferences and personal characteristics are largely unaccounted for” 
(Wilkins et al., 2011, p. 418).   
Mazzarol and Soutar’s (2002) longitudinal research (1990 through 2004) 
supported the Australian Higher Education sector’s leadership strategies.  Their findings 
led them to describe the Push-Pull model linked to projected international student 
mobility.  They described push factors as those within the source country that facilitate 
the student’s decision to consider study abroad options.  Pull factors were described as 
factors operating within the potential host country/institution that attract international 
students.  While push factors varied from country to country, Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) 
concluded there were six key pull factors found to influence student selection of a host 
country, namely: 
1. Knowledge of host country 
2. Personal recommendations 
3. Cost-related issues including tuition, living expenses, and social costs 
(safety/discrimination etc.) 
4. Physical climate and lifestyle,  
5. Geographic proximity to home and  
6. Social links (friends/family already in host country) (p. 82)   
 
Bodycott (2009) expanded upon Mazzarol and Soutar’s (2002) findings and 
identified what he concluded were the ten most common pull factors leading to study-
abroad decisions. 
1. Knowledge and awareness of the institution. 
2. Positive Attitude toward supporting international education in the destination 
country. 
3. Recommendations and influence of relatives, parents and friends. 
4. Tuition fees and living expenses 
5. Environment consideration including climate, lifestyle, security and racial 
discrimination. 
6. Geographic proximity to China 
7. Social or educational to family, or friends living in destination country. 
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8. Immigration prospects after graduation  
9. Perceived higher standards of education and employment 
10. Availability of scholarships for study (Bodycott, 2009 p. 354)   
Most recently, Wu (2014) identified three “core” aspirations that informed CSSA 
participants’ decisions, namely, student aspirations to (a) experience new cultures, (b) 
strengthen English language skills, and (c) influence future career desires.  It appears that 
Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), as well as Bodycott (2009), identified study abroad 
decision-maker preferences and expectations that influence decision making, while Wu 
(2014) identified key participant intrinsic aspirations.  
In their study exploring study abroad options in Canada, He and Banham (2011) 
elaborated upon a number of additional factors that came into play: 
First, student aspirations to attend highest tier institutions and admission 
requirements are not always compatible; second, countries with low birth rates 
(such as Canada) whose immigration policies are welcoming are viewed highly 
favorably and third, institutions with excellent records in post study employment 
were viewed as highly effective determinants for recruitment success. (p. 30) 
 
Benefits of student stakeholder awareness as we globalize.  Harris and Nibbler 
(1998) compared decision-making processes and behaviors of students from the US and 
China providing pertinent contrasts between western individualist and eastern collectivist 
perspectives with regard to individual and group decision making.  They concluded, 
“Groups are more capable than individuals of making effective decisions . . . group 
behavior is usually set within a larger cultural context . . . Collectivists value security, 
obedience and in-group harmony” (p. 103).  They found that individualists, on the other 
hand, tended to value pleasure, achievement competition, and autonomy. 
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There appears to be an imbalance among researchers in their descriptions about 
push factors.  In discussing push factors, Sánchez et al. (2006) cited Willis’s research that 
identified two key variables: 
to be accepted into a good University in China, students must pass the national 
uniform entrance exam (similar to SAT in the west).  If a student fails, his/her 
only choice in China becomes limited to pursue technical training, or to earn a 
foreign sources western degree. (p. 50)   
 
Gao Kao is the Mandarin term for the academic exam, which is the pre-requisite 
for entrance into higher education in China (Zwart, 2013, p. 69).  Zwart (2013) contended 
that this exam has become a virtual nightmare for many students in China; however, 
China’s Gao Kao testing system and education system capacity limitations result in a 
significant benefit for Chinese students and US institutions alike.  
The list of priorities related to “why” CSSA students chose to study abroad is 
considerable.  With respect to aspects regarding “how” CSSA made their decisions, Ding 
and Li (2012) explored social networks among study abroad participants.  They 
specifically focused on social networks and their importance in the study abroad decision 
and overseas experience.  Their findings touched upon a number of related but different 
perspectives regarding study abroad decision influences, most especially social networks 
in 2010 when the study was executed.  They concluded that social networks are vastly 
important and were the only researchers to name faculty and institutional rankings as key 
influences while challenging the importance of institution “location” counter to the 
findings by the majority of researchers.  Additionally, they stated that institution 
openness was another important factor identified in their study and that public institutions 
were perceived as more likely to host Chinese students than private institutions (Ding & 
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Li, 2012).  Since then, China has developed social media technology and services 
larger than western Google, Twitter, and Facebook counterparts in less than five years.  
China’s Internet resources developed in the last decade, yet Yu, Asur, and Huberman 
(2011) reported China having 253 million users in 2008 surpassed the total number of US 
Internet users and 50 million micro-bloggers surpassed those using Twitter.  This rapid 
transition to social technology supports Ding and Li’s (2012) assertions about the quickly 
developing importance of social networks.  
The stream overviews research over the recent 15 years related to decision-
making processes and identifies general decision-making methods, steps, and styles.  
CSSA decision-making processes have been found to vary based on the corresponding 
individual and family investment required.  Differences between Chinese and Anglo 
decision-making styles have been identified including recognition of the influence of 
CHC.  Leading researchers conclude that a significant amount of the CSSA education 
decision-making research data to date have been acquired primarily by executing 
Western-style marketing-driven, consumer-focused quantitate methods.  This has resulted 
in the development of lists of prioritized study abroad determinants that emerged from 
the adoption of the Push-Pull model framework (Bodycott, 2009;	Mazzarol & Soutar, 
2002).  This market-driven approach to CSSA engagement may not adequately address 
an in-depth, nuanced perspective of the individual CSSA decision-making experience nor 
the unique complexity of CHC-based decision-making environments (Bodycott, 2009; Li 
& Bray, 2007).  In discussing cross-cultural differences in decision-making styles among 
college students, Yi and Park (2003) noted, “People’s behaviors are changing rapidly and 
the world is becoming smaller every day as a result of technology and close relationships 
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among countries” (p. 43).  Fang (2012) stated the following regarding Hofstede’s 
regularly challenged theory on Chinese culture: 
The downside of Hofstede’s bipolarized and static vision of culture is increasingly 
recognized in the age of globalization and the Internet when cultural learning 
takes place not just longitudinally from one’s own ancestors within one’s cultural 
group but all-dimensionally from different nations, cultures, and peoples in an 
increasingly borderless and wireless, marketplace and cyberspace. (p. 26) 
   
Incremental benefits of cultural awareness, sensitivity to potential differences among 
students from foreign cultures within domestic learning environments, culminate in the 
globalization described by the majority of research in this literature review.  
 Along with the extensive marketing and enrollment focused efforts of a growing 
number of academic researchers seeking to expand awareness of international student and 
family interests and expectations linked to higher education, holistic education advocates 
may wish to revisit both Chickering’s (1987) “Student Development” theory’s Seven 
Principles to enhance education. These included basic reminders for educators including 
“1) Encourage contact between students and faculty 2) Develops reciprocity and 
cooperation among students 3) Use active learning techniques 4) Give prompt feedback 
5) Emphasizes time on task 6) Communicate high expectations, and 7) Respects diverse 
talents and ways of learning” (Chickering & Gamson, 1987, p. 2).  Chickering’s Student 
Mobility theory was later revisited from the Asian American perspective by Maekawa, 
McEwen, Liang and Lee, 2002 offering relevant perspective from Asian American 
students within the learning environment; however, the Chinese study abroad student 
perspective was not readily available.  This further reinforces the relevance of this study 
and opportunity to align education theories, such as those of Chickering et al with the real 
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experiences of the rapidly changing global higher education sector linked to the ever 
diverse international student populations. 
Confucian Heritage Culture Sociocultural Dynamics among Contemporary CSSA  
Chinese CHC has developed over thousands of years and plays an integral role in 
CSSA decision-making processes and outcomes (Fang, 2012; P. Tran, 2012; T. Tran, 
2013; J. Wang, 2013; Yeh & Bedford, 2003).  CHC incorporates the distinctive cultural 
elements of guanxi and mianzi as learning motivations and life aspirations (Fan, 2002; P. 
Tran, 2012; T. Tran, 2013; F. Yang, 2007).  The terms refer to the interplay of one’s 
social connections with one’s community as well as with one’s parents and grandparents 
(Chen et al., 2011; P. Tran, 2012; T. Tran, 2013; Y. Wang, 2015).  CHC is present in 
virtually all personal CSSA interactions and appears to play a unique and powerful role in 
the education decision-making perspectives, processes, and outcomes of the rapidly 
growing population of contemporary Chinese students opting to study in the US.   
K. Yang (1996) described, “in the past 100-plus years China has undergone the 
biggest political, economic, social and cultural changes of the five millennia of Chinese 
history” (p. 480) and concluded that modernization has had a significant impact on 
behavioral changes in adolescent decision-making.  In discussing parental expectations, 
Leung, Hou, Gati, and Li (2011) noted that while the traditional cultural norms of 
Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism maintain significant influence, adolescents and 
young adults are now also exposed to cultures that contrast with many Chinese traditions 
and perspectives regarding appropriate individual behavior (e.g., Western).  No matter 
the history or the foundations upon which culture may be constructed, no culture is static 
or impervious to change.  The decision to study abroad is one of the most important 
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choices any person or family will make in their lives.  Its significance lies in the 
consequences of a poor choice which may negatively affect motivation to study, and 
ultimately, academic success.  Lee and Morrish (2012) have suggested that this “complex 
decision requires an extended decision-making process” (p. 61).  This may be true in any 
culture, but is uniquely complex in Confucian-based cultures.  
There are “few studies that try to tackle the decision making process of the 
perspective international student from an integrated point of view” (Cubillo, Sánchez, & 
Cervina, 2006, p. 112).  Bodycott and Lai (2012) conducted an examination of Chinese 
students’ decision-making linked to cross-border and study abroad decisions and 
concluded that while international marketers relied upon research based on student 
preferences: 
research ignores cultural traditions steeped in Confucian ideal of family and the 
subsequent roles of and influence of parents . . . despite exponential financial and 
social development in contemporary Chinese society, traditional Confucian values 
are still largely upheld by parents.  The influence of these parents extends beyond 
initial decision-making and impacts the student’s social and academic well-being. 
(p. 252) 
 
Benefits are likely to be gained through testing this statement while seeking to illuminate 
the unique external influences and interests impacting Chinese students’ educational 
choice to study in the US. 
The marketing- and recruitment-focused research offers an example of how 
higher education applies the push and pull factors addressed in the previous stream 
(Bodycott & Lai, 2012; Li & Bray, 2007; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002).  Bodycott and Lai 
(2012) have recommended expanding the discussion regarding lesser-known CSSA 
decision-making elements to be inclusive of the dynamics unique to a CHC environment.  
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Confucian relationships.  CSSA education decision-making dynamic is 
unique.  The role of mianzi (face-consciousness), guanxi (relationships), and renqing 
(personal indebtedness to others) are key and unique elements within CHC (P. Tran, 
2012; T. Tran, 2013), and these intergenerational relational norms are interwoven with 
filial piety (obligation to parents/grandparents) collective constructs (Bodycott; 2009; 
Bodycott & Lai, 2012; Chen et al., 2011; Guo, 2011; Lee & Morrish, 2012; P. Tran, 
2012; T. Tran, 2013).  In studying mianzi within the decision-making dynamic among 
young adults in China, Xue and Wang (2012) concluded, “face consciousness is 
significantly correlated to the consumer’s decision making style.  There may exist a 
certain direct causality relationship which needs further study” (p. 71).  The term 
“mianzi” (face) is further described as recognition by others of an individual’s social 
standing and position (Buckley et al., 2006; P. Tran, 2012; T. Tran, 2013).  
Buckley et al. (2006) defined guanxi as “The fundamental web of interpersonal 
relations permeating Chinese societies that can reduce uncertainty and provide usable 
relational resources and a sense of connectedness” (p. 276).  Fan (2002) provided another 
perspective on guanxi.  “Guan is a noun meaning ‘a pass, a barrier, to close’. The second 
character and syllable ‘xi’ is a noun that refers to ‘system’, as a verb to ‘tie up’ or ‘link’” 
(p. 546) that is generally applied within the context of a relationship between two people.  
In this case, the study abroad student’s relationship may include any one or more of their 
family members, friends, or teachers assisting their decision.  
A third unique CHC aspect among CSSA participants is renqing that Tran (2012) 
described as an emotional debt students feel toward parents, grandparents, and even 
teachers who have helped them.  When describing filial piety (renqing) within the context 
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of their study of China’s cultural values and education choice, Lee and Morrish (2012) 
noted: 
The parent child relationship is governed by the concept of filial piety; children 
are expected to obey, honor and respect parents, and parents are expected to love 
their children. Children are expected to avoid conflict, never act against their 
parents’ wishes even if they disagree with their decisions. (p. 62) 
 
Lee and Morrish (2012) further suggested: 
While it has been noted that advice from others, and family are important 
influencing factors, in education institution choice, there is less research on the 
influence of cultural values and, the strength and nature of the influence of parents 
when applying to study abroad at a higher education institution. (p. 60) 
 
When discussing the renqing dynamic, it is vital to recognize the role of the 
CSSA’s extended family including grandparents.  In discussing the changing role of 
grandparents in China and relationships with their children’s child or children, Lee and 
Morrish (2012) stated, “We maintain that the phenomenon of grandparents caring for 
grandchildren not only reflects the centrality of family in the traditional Chinese culture, 
but also exemplifies a relationship that has been largely transformed in a rapidly 
changing society” (p. 572). 
In a study of intergenerational ties, Chen et al. (2011) concluded that 
grandparents’ “care for grandchildren is simultaneously an expression of cultural 
continuity as well as demonstration of malleability of linked family lives” (p. 588).  
China’s rapid economic growth has resulted in both parents needing to work.  In 
discussing the changing role of grandparents in China and relationships with their 
children’s child or children, it is important to note that due to the country’s one-child 
birth policy, parents and grandparents have a vested interest in the respective student’s 
success trajectory.  China’s one-child policy and filial piety expectations result in 
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considerable pressure upon the student as they take on the emotional burden factoring 
future parental and grandparent obligation into their education decision-making.  
In sacrificing everything for their children’s education, parents are projecting 
what is expected of their role as Chinese Parents who are devoted their children 
and their recognition that performing well in school is not only measure of their 
child’s success but also brings honor to the family and community. (Lee & 
Morrish, 2012, p. 63)  
 
China’s One-Child policy launched in 1979 has successfully reduced China’s overall 
population expansion; however, the intended short-term strategy has continued in various 
capacities depending on region for 37 years.  Hesketh, Lu, and Xing’s 2005 study noted 
the real and potential “consequences of the policy in regard to population growth, the 
ratio between men and women, and the ratio between adult children and dependent 
elderly parents” (p. 1171).  The Chinese government recently announced a relaxation of 
the One-Child policy to be implemented immediately in 2016 in various formats 
throughout the country.  Regardless of the shift in policy, a one or two-child policy will 
continue to play a role in the in CSSA education decision-making.    
Collectivism versus individualism.  A final key factor in discussing CSSA decision-
making is the nuanced differences between Western individualism perspectives and 
Confucian-based collectivism influences and mindsets.  Hwang, Francesco, and Kessler 
(2003) have differentiated collectivist decision-making from individual choice 
emphasizing social norms, obligations, and duties to one’s community, “even when this 
represents a disadvantage for the decision maker” (p. 73).  
Unique extrinsic factors include the Gao Kao test, which is the mandatory 
standardized academic exam that takes place in high school and serves as a pre-requisite 
for entrance into any undergraduate college in China (Zwart, 2013).  Tens of millions of 
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test takers’ access to the extremely limited elite Chinese higher education institutions 
and career trajectories are determined by their performance in this one exam.  Poor 
performance on the Gao Kao test limits individuals to trade schools in China or 
encourages them to explore study abroad options to pursue a college education.  
The Chinese Opening Up policy implemented in 1996 resulted in encouraging 
individuals to go abroad to gather insight and targeted intellectual capital but intended 
that they come home within a few years (P. Tran, 2012; T. Tran, 2013; Zwart, 2013).  
When significant percentages of study abroad participants failed to return home in earlier 
phases of the opening up strategy, the government explored incentives for CSSA to return 
home.  Prior to today’s unprecedented economic growth throughout China, cultural 
norms were utilized to facilitate returning students.  One such norm utilized was filial 
piety, which suggests a child’s individual emotional indebtedness to parents (Chen et al., 
2011).  This culturally generated student obligation became extremely effective for those 
early students, but now with more economic opportunities, students return home to 
capitalize on career opportunities.  CSSA filial piety dynamics from a gender perspective 
may offer further research opportunity regarding unique changes within the CHC 
population.  That said, each individual CSSA is extrinsically obligated and intrinsically 
motivated to return home to support both parents, and sometimes two sets of 
grandparents, so real and perceived Confucian-based obligations can dwarf pressures of 
their Western individualistic counterparts (Chen et al., 2011; Y. Wang, 2015; F. Yang, 
2007).   Both real and perceived student obligations to family are clearly present for all 
CSSA participants, however, the type and degree of obligation varies by gender which 
will be explored more deeply within study participant feedback data.  
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Stream rationale.  This stream compares and contrasts the latest research on 
CHC (P. Tran, 2012; T. Tran, 2013) in which contemporary CSSA education decision-
making is occurring within the context of rapidly changing societal relationship 
structures, all within unprecedented student mobility expansion and evident globalization 
momentum trends.  Today’s generation of CSSA enjoy a significantly different lifestyle 
from their parents.  Unlike their Western student counterparts, contemporary CSSA 
participants progressing through the education decision-making process must 
successfully navigate, accommodate, and balance many unique extrinsic cultural factors 
including guanxi, mianzi, renqing, and filial piety.   
Counter to projections by some researchers expecting the demise of filial piety as 
China’s economic success develops, Lee and Morrish (2012) concluded, “In the past half 
century, revolutionary changes, drastic government policies and economic reforms have 
powerfully shaped family forms in contemporary China.  Nonetheless, strong family 
obligations have not only survived but also remain central in Chinese life” (p. 588).  
While the world of higher education is changing, it appears that the decision-making 
process for CSSA participants remains highly collective driven.  
Summary 
This literature review of CSSA perspectives provided both confirmations and 
contradictions within existing theory while providing a contextual framework upon which 
to execute the study’s research data collection, analysis, and recommendations.  The 
review offered an exploration of the three research streams expanding the researcher’s 
exposure by identifying a number of pertinent global higher education trends that impact 
CSSA decision-making including, (a) higher education sector change and globalization 
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momentum specifically linked to student mobility significantly influenced by the 
growing CSSA populations (de Wit, 2011); (b) China’s higher education sector and 
proactive government internationalization strategies (Knight, 2009); (c) information gaps 
relating to the CSSA individual decision-making experiences from intrinsic and extrinsic 
perspectives; and (d) the benefits of facilitating greater understanding of the unique 
aspects of decision-making executed within CHC.   
While the global, national, and local impacts of CSSA decision-making have been 
covered extensively, the rapidity of change throughout the higher education sector, 
combined with global economic volatility directly impacting the global higher education 
sector, warrants constant data and strategy review as global education competition 
expands.  The preponderance of research positions identified the need for the exploration 
of the CSSA individual and group decision-making processes and experiences beyond 
marketing- and recruiting-focused data collection models utilized to date. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to explore multiple perspectives of Chinese study 
abroad participants’ decision-making processes and impacts.  A qualitative, single case 
study of Chinese alumni, this research explored their decision-making experiences 
seeking to recognize the unique CHC dynamics influencing Chinese study abroad 
participant decisions.  The study focused on individuals who had earned their Master’s in 
Finance degree from Drexel University’s LeBow College of Business in the five years 
(2011-2016) prior to the study.  The study explored the individual perspectives of CSSA 
and sought to explore the decision-making experiences and dynamics relating to CHC, 
sociocultural, and intergenerational norms that may have affected individual study abroad 
decision-makers’ intrinsic and extrinsic processes.   
The following questions framed the research: 
1. How do these Chinese students describe their graduate study abroad decision-
making process, experiences, motivations, aspirations, and impacts?  
2. How did the Confucian Heritage Culture-based sociocultural/inter-
generational norms and values of both the students and their families affect 
their graduate study abroad decisions?    
3. What influences led these Chinese graduate students to choose to study in the 
United States? 
This chapter offers an overview of the research design rationale and case study 
methodology, noting specific tools and methods used to engage and study a targeted 
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population.  According to Yin (as cited in Yin, 2014), case study research does not 
imply the use of a particular type of evidence.  The evidence is acquired using interviews, 
observations or archival records, verbal reports, and any combination of the collection 
strategies mentioned.  Case study also blends with the researcher’s worldview that 
incorporates both social constructivist advocacy and post-positivist scientific perspectives 
in exploring complex and dynamic multiple-unit analysis of the decision-making process 
of a bounded group of individuals (Yin as cited in Yin, 2014).   
The subsequent pages of this chapter clarify research design, define the site and 
population, and explain the methods utilized to collect data.  The chapter identifies 
specific details about the targeted population and site.  It details the methodological steps 
necessary to effectively explore the decision-making process of these CSSA in a single 
US higher education learning environment.  Finally, the chapter discusses ethical 
considerations taken to protect study participants.     
Research Design and Rationale 
A case study approach to qualitative exploration was utilized for this study of 
CSSA participants.  Yin (2014) noted, “The essence of a case study, the central tendency 
among all types of case study, is that it tries to illuminate a decision or set of decisions: 
why they were taken, how they were implemented, and with what result” (p. 15).  This 
approach allowed the researcher to pursue greater understanding of the complex social 
phenomenon of Chinese study abroad decision-making to “retain a holistic and real world 
perspective – such as individual life cycles, small group behavior, school performance 
and international relations” (Schramm as cited in Yin, 2009, p. 4).   
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Creswell (2014) noted, “A case study is an exploration of a bounded system 
(e.g., activity, event, process or individuals) based on extensive data collection” (p. 465).  
Bloomberg and Volpe (2012), in describing the analysis of case study data, suggested, 
“Thematic analysis is not for the purposes of generalizing beyond the case but rather for 
the rich description of the case in order to understand the complexity thereof” (p. 31).  
Case study methods offer flexibility to accommodate the researcher’s pragmatic focus 
and his commitment to student advocacy.  
In describing case study research as non-interventive and empathetic, Stake 
(1995) suggested that case study researchers attempt to understand how the individuals 
being studied see things, which many would assert touches upon “their” reality.  When 
discussing reality, Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) noted that reality is “socially 
constructed, that individuals develop subjective meanings of their own personal 
experiences, and that this gives way to multiple meanings” (p. 29).  
Ultimately, the interpretations of the research are likely to be emphasized more 
than the interpretations of those being studied, but the qualitative case researcher 
tries to preserve the multiple realities, the different and even contradictory views 
of what is happening. (Stake, 1995 p. 12) 
 
This qualitative single case study sought to acquire greater insight into the CSSA 
participants’ perspectives regarding intrinsic personal interests, aspirations, and 
expectations at the time of their decision to study abroad in the US.  It also explored the 
unique extrinsic influences and dynamics of this bounded CSSA population’s graduate 
education decision-making reality within the context of unique cultural norms and the 
context of the rapidly changing global higher education sector momentum.   
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Site and Population 
Population Description 
The general population for this study included approximately 78 Master’s in 
Finance (MSF) alumni from China.  The program graduates were born between 1990 and 
1994 and graduated from the program between 2012 and 2016.  They attended Drexel 
University’s LeBow College of Business, Sacramento-based Master’s in Finance 
Program.  
This program was launched in 2012 and is fully accredited by The Association to 
Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB).  The Sacramento-based accelerated 
delivery program offered international students an option to acquire a traditional two-year 
(24 month) MSF degree in 18 months.  The accelerated Sacramento option was extremely 
rigorous and required students to successfully complete all degree curricular requirements 
(54 graduate credits/18 courses).  A similar program was available on Drexel’s main 
campus in Philadelphia, and East Coast students had 24 months to fulfill degree 
requirements.  The Sacramento program participants also fulfilled co-curricular elements, 
including an option for part-time experiential learning internships within this condensed 
period.  These voluntary work experiences were primarily unpaid and ranged from 10 to 
20 hours per-week with an incremental faculty guided student work experience 
assessment.  Beyond degree requirements, it is pertinent to note that approximately 80% 
of Sacramento MSF program graduates also secured at least one professional certification 
(e.g., Certification of Financial Analyst [CFA], Certified Public Accountancy [CPA], and 
two successfully prepared for PhD study).    
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Purposeful sampling methods were adopted to secure MSF graduate alumni 
from the Sacramento location.  From a population of 78 Sacramento MSF Program 
graduates, 19 individuals participated in one-on-one interviews.  The defining criteria for 
study participants were: (a) subjects needed to have graduated from the MSF Sacramento 
program between 2011 and 2016, (b) a distribution of male and female participants that 
reflected the program statistics, and (c) from the broadest possible geographic home 
ranges throughout China.  Study participant number and gender representation goals were 
successfully addressed through supplemental on-site data collection in China. 
Site Description 
Drexel University’s LeBow College of Business has more than 40,000 alumni 
worldwide and Business Week Magazine, and other media assessments have recognized 
LeBow’s Graduate Part-time Business program to be in the top 10 in the world in recent 
years.  The Business College offers two Masters in Finance (MSF) programs—one based 
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and a second based in Sacramento, California.  The two 
MSF programs fulfill the same curriculum requirements and earn the same degree; 
however, the 70 Sacramento MSF program alumni volunteers from China were the focus 
of this study.  The study included 19 participants.  Five alumni were interviewed while in 
Sacramento, California; although to ensure the strongest study population pool, 14 MSF 
Program alumni volunteers were interviewed in-person in China between August 17 and 
August 28, 2016 to ensure gender and demographic diversity to strengthen study data 
reliability.  
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Site Access 
The study participants were alumni of Drexel University’s LeBow College of 
Business Sacramento Master’s in Finance Program and did not have any post-graduate 
affiliation with the University to the best of the researcher’s knowledge.  The Dean and 
Assistant Deans of the LeBow College of Business were thoroughly briefed regarding the 
research prior to beginning data collection.  Drexel IRB approval was obtained prior to 
embarking on the research.  Study participant interviews were executed at locations 
mutually agreed upon by researcher and participant to ensure confidentiality of the study 
participants and their comments.  Study participant convenience and security were 
proactively considered throughout the data gathering process.  
Research Methods 
Description of Each Method Used 
Methods of inquiry adopted for this single case study included (a) open-ended, 
semi-structured, one-on-one interviews with each individual; (b) interviewer observations 
documented during individual interviews; and (c) a review of related public artifacts.  
Based on the depth and breadth of the study data generated from each of the three data 
collection methods, data triangulation was executed.  Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2007) 
described the importance of triangulation as, “improving the rigor of the analysis by 
assessing integrity of the inferences that one draws from more than one vantage point” (p. 
579).  Triangulation of the interviews, observations, artifacts, and notes to identify 
possible themes and patterns across individual or group forums adds breadth and depth to 
understanding the complex decision-making process across cultures and enhances the 
validity of the findings and conclusions to support further discussion.  
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One-on-one, semi-structured interviews.  The researcher executed 19 in-
depth, semi-structured interviews with alumni from the LeBow College of Business 
Master’s in Finance graduate program, Sacramento, California.  Each interview ranged 
between 45 and 75 minutes in length based on an interview protocol (see Appendix A) 
designed to address detailed information about the participants’ descriptions of their 
decision-making process and experiences. 
Instrument description.  The individual semi-structured interviews consisted of 
multiple open-ended questions that facilitated deep, reflective dialogue with study 
participants.  Opening questions addressed information about the participants’ 
background and sought to establish a comfortable interview dynamic.  These questions 
were followed by more targeted questions linked back to each of the three overarching 
research questions.  Probing questions were used to assure both clarity and thick, rich 
descriptions.  
Participant selection.  Subjects were selected using purposeful sampling methods 
to secure MSF graduate alumni within the targeted time period.  The criteria for selecting 
participants was: (a) subjects needed to have graduated from the MSF Sacramento 
program between 2011 and 2016, (b) subjects must have been from China, and (c) an 
approximately balanced 50/50 distribution of male and female study participants 
participated from the 73 invited.  The researcher then emailed an invitation to all eligible 
study volunteer participants (see Appendix B).  Based on email and flyer study invitation 
responses, volunteers who met the criteria were placed in the study on a first-received, 
first included basis.  Prior to interviewing, all study volunteers completed a brief survey 
to establish basic study participant demographics (see Appendix C).  
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Identification and invitation.  To identify alumni participants, a purposeful 
sample was invited to participate.  All potential participants were contacted via email 
invitation initially, and affirmative email responses were followed up with a phone 
conversation.  Confirmed participants were asked to review the study data collection 
protocol and consent documents prior to commencement of the interview and to agree 
verbally to the formal consent (see Appendix D).  All appropriate steps were taken to 
maintain participant confidentiality and protect privacy.   
Data collection.  Data were collected in individual interviews lasting 45-75 
minutes.  Interviews were conducted over a period of six weeks.  Two digital recording 
devices were used to assure verbatim record of the interview conversations.  The 
researcher transcribed recordings verbatim after the interviews.  All recordings and 
transcriptions were stored on a password-protected thumb drive without Internet access.  
Pseudonyms were used to protect the identities of all participants.  
Observation.  A purposeful capture and documentation of the interview 
participants’ verbal choice of messaging and non-verbal image and body language was 
compiled during each interview (see Appendix E), including information about the study 
participants’ personal dress, preparedness, and non-verbal mannerisms.  The observation 
notes were compiled immediately following each individual interview to ensure fresh and 
complete depictions of each session.  Observations created additional questions that were 
integrated into the interview conversation captured in the observation template and 
researcher journal notes.    
Instrument description.  In preparation for the observations, a template was 
developed to record the date, location, and other pertinent information relevant to 
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supplementing the individuals’ voices.  The observation forms were completed during 
and or immediately following each interview to ensure an accurate and deeper 
understanding of possible unique non-verbal mannerisms and actions happening 
concurrently with their verbal feedback.   
Participant selection.  The participants observed correlated directly with the 
interview participants.  
Artifacts.  A systematic collection, review, and analysis of public artifacts from 
Drexel University LeBow College of Business Master’s in Finance Program was 
executed to acquire graduate program curricular, co-curricular, and extra-curricular 
resources utilized throughout the MSF program.  Through analyses and documentation of 
the public artifacts relating to curricular and co-curricular programming along with 
documents regarding admissions and selection voluntarily shared by study participants, 
the researcher compiled and documented artifacts and notes to gain a deeper 
understanding of the context of each participant’s decision-making experience.  
Participants also had the option of providing the researcher with links to their preferred 
social media resources containing study-related decision-making content.   
Instrument description.  Study artifacts were initially compiled from Drexel 
University public websites, as well as information voluntarily shared by the study 
participants during interviews.  The participants’ public personal social media links 
content such as that on LinkedIn were reviewed when available (if voluntarily 
suggested).  None of the study participants voluntarily offered access to “public” China-
based social media websites links, although six approved review of their US-sourced 
LinkedIn websites. 
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Participant selection.  The researcher collected and analyzed various public 
program-related information available on Drexel University websites relating to MSF 
graduate program curriculum, co-curricular and extra-curricular resources utilized 
throughout accelerated program, or information shared by the study participants 
themselves. 
Identification and invitation.  Artifacts were compiled from University websites, 
enrollment management communications, and from items supplied by study participants.  
The researcher invited each interviewee to identify or supply incremental records 
information to supplement or further support their feedback, if he or she wished.  Study 
participant privacy and protection were the first priority regarding access to and analysis 
of possible voluntarily contributed participant artifacts.    
Researcher’s journal.  The researcher’s affiliation with an Association to 
Advance Collegiate Schools of Business-accredited institution advocating for quality 
education, the unique criteria of effective case study, the personal researcher’s social 
constructivist and post-positivist stances, combined with the cross-cultural 
communication and interpretation nuances between research population and researcher 
led to a researcher’s journal being adopted to facilitate a more conscious and transparent 
reflection of the researcher’s intrinsic journey throughout the data gathering and analysis.  
This incremental effort was intended to help identify and mitigate potential bias relating 
to backyard research, and bracket the researcher’s own perceptions while conducting 
interviews, observations, and artifact review.     
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Data Analysis Procedures 
Data analysis drew from the convergence and possible contradictions of the 
integrated study narrative compiled from researcher interviews, observations, artifact 
review, and research journal entries (including activity observations if participants 
provide permission) (see appendix F).  As Saldaña (2013) noted, “qualitative inquiry 
demands meticulous attention to language and deep reflection on the emergent patterns 
and meanings of human experience” (p. 10).  Each interview was recorded using two 
recording devices and the data were transcribed.   
Coding.  Both in vivo and descriptive coding as referenced by Saldaña (2013) 
were executed in the first cycle of data coding.  Data were initially reviewed using in 
vivo coding to organize raw data to identify key patterns, positions, and recurring 
circumstances in order to identify possible patterns that provided a framework upon 
which to dig deeper into the words, observations, and nuanced dynamics to let the data 
speak to the researcher.  In vivo coding enhanced understanding of Chinese international 
study abroad participant decision-making processes and perspectives through greater 
understanding of changing world-views by using the voices of the study participants 
themselves (Saldaña, 2013).  
In second and later cycles of data coding, pattern coding was utilized, which 
Saldaña (2013) described as appropriate for “development of major themes” as the 
researcher “search[es] for rule, cause, and explanations of data and examin[e] social 
networks and patterns of human relationship” (p. 210).  WORDCLOUDS were also 
adopted for seeking a visual representation of aggregate verbatim data to strengthen and 
supplement data analysis and interpretation (Saldana, 2013).  Additionally, targeted 
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segmented word clouds were compiled to compare and contrast data by gender and 
geographic region to strengthen the depth and scope of analyses.  The data collected 
through interviews, observation, and (both) artifact review and researcher journal notes 
were interpreted and summarized into emerging themes reflecting the voices of the study 
participants and triangulated. 
 
 
Table 2 
Data Collection Timeline  
Action Dates (estimated) 
Committee Review and approval May 2016 
IRB approval July 2016 
Interviews and transcription July-August 2016  
Analysis of data July-September 2016 
Drafting of Chapters 4 & 5 
Committee review  
November 2016 – January 2017 
January 2017 
Dissertation celebration 
Document final revisions 
January 2017 
March 2017 
Graduation  March 2017 
 
Ethical Considerations 
The researcher of this study is an employee of the Drexel University; therefore, 
initial steps were taken to acquire appropriate institutional approvals from the Dean of 
Drexel University’s LeBow College of Business where the Master’s in Finance Program 
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is located, as well as other appropriate University representatives as designated in the 
University IRB research procedures.  As Senior Director of Drexel University’s LeBow 
College of Business Graduate Programs that includes the Master’s in Finance Program 
containing the targeted student research focus, steps needed to be taken to avoid any 
actual and or perceived conflict of interest or authoritarian intimidation dynamics.   
The researcher secured all appropriate IRB approval from Drexel University’s 
Human Research Protection (HRP) division, maintained confidentiality, and secured 
consent from participants prior to their involvement.  The IRB Consent Form (502) was 
reviewed with each possible participant to provide him or her with information on the (a) 
purpose of the study, (b) procedures for data collection, (c) how findings may be used, 
and (d) the option for study participants to cease participation at any stage of the study.  
Each participant was asked to provide verbal consent designating his or her awareness of 
the process.   
Since the study may be published and made available to Drexel University, 
participant identities are kept confidential.  Volunteers were identified only by a 
researcher assigned pseudonym in all study documents to ensure confidentiality and 
protection.  During the study and beyond, study documentation was kept in a locked 
cabinet in the primary investigator’s office.  The report conclusions and researcher 
recommendations are based solely on the analysis of data gathered and what emerged 
from the trail of evidence provided through the four data gathering methods described 
above. 
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to explore multiple perspectives of Chinese study 
abroad participants’ decision-making processes and impacts, seeking to recognize the 
unique Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) dynamics influencing Chinese study abroad 
participant decisions.  A thorough analysis considers both upstream and downstream 
elements of the decision process including decision influences, experiences, and impacts.  
Participant Overview 
Nineteen individuals (all from China), who were alumni of the Drexel 
University’s Masters of Finance Program (MSF) who had completed their graduate 
degree within a five-year period (2011-2016), participated in the study.  Table 3 provides 
an overview of the participants including: (a) researcher-assigned pseudonyms, (b) China 
residential and education locations, (c) China geographic region, (d) age at the time of the 
study, (e) reported age at time of CSSA decision, (f) degree graduation year, (g) prior 
degree information, and (h) parental career industry (optional to protect study participant 
privacy and anonymity). 
A total of 19 face-to-face interviews were held; five were conducted in the United 
States before the 2016 MSF graduates returned home, and 14 were conducted on location 
in China after graduates had transitioned home to begin their professional lives.  Fifteen 
interviews were executed as face-to-face, one-on-one interviews.  The researcher 
interviewed four of the 11 women participants in two tandem sessions.  These special 
interview accommodations were implemented to facilitate an adequate female gender 
representation among the study population and to honor cultural sensibilities.  The 19 
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participants included 11 women and eight men drawn from 11 different cities in China.  
Participant reported demographic information is reflected in Table 3. 
 
 
Table 3 
Study Participant Demographic Data 
Gender       
F-Female  
M-Male 
City China Area 
Age 
(current) 
CSSA 
Decision 
Age 
MSF 
Graduation 
Year 
Prior 
education 
Parent’s work 
industries           
FA-
Father/MO-
Mother 
F1 
Ann Yongzhou  SC 24 18 2016 
BS, Intl. 
Economics  No response 
F2 
Bo Beijing  NC 25 18 2016 
BS, Intl. 
Studies 
FA- Banking,     
MO- Retired 
F3 
Chow Nanchang SC 24 18 2016 
BS, 
Accounting FA- Banking  
*F4 
Daiyu Beijing NC 24 18 2016 BS, Economics  
Both parents in 
Sciences 
**F5 
Hua Beijing NC 27 19 2013 
BA, 
Mathematics  
FA- Insurance    
MO- Education 
F6 
Huian Beijing NC  24 20 2016 
BS, Intl. 
Finance 
FA-Financial 
Services 
**F7 
Jun Hangzhou SC 27 22 2013 
BS, Intl. 
Business  
FA- Finance      
MO- Retail 
F8 
Helen Zhoushan SC 26 18 2013 
BA, 
Economics 
FA-Retail –         
MO -
Agriculture 
F9 
Li Beijing  NC 24 19 2016 Not designated  Not designated  
*F10 
Ning Jiangxi SC 24 18 2016 Not designated  Not designated  
*F11 
Yun Wuhan SC 26 22 2014 
BA, 
Economics 
FA-Engineering 
MO - Finance 
M1 
Shan Hubei  SC 25 20 2016 BS, Finance 
FA– 
Entrepreneur 
**M2   
Chi Shanghai  SC 26 18 2015 
BS, Finance 
&Accounting  
FA - Financial 
Services  
M3 
Chongan Tianjin NC 27 19 2015 
BS, Insurance 
& Risk Mgmt. 
FA-Financial 
Services  
M4 
Hai Shanghai  SC 28 23 2013 BS, Finance 
FA- 
Entrepreneur 
MO- Health 
Care 
M5 
Jian Wuhan SC 27 19 2013 
BS, Economics 
& Law 
FA-
Construction  
M6 
Kang Shanghai  SC 27 22 2013 BS, Textile  Not designated  
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Table 3 (continued) 
     
Gender       
F-Female  
M-Male 
City China Area 
Age 
(current) 
CSSA 
Decision 
Age 
MSF 
Graduation 
Year 
Prior 
education 
Parent’s work 
industries           
FA-
Father/MO-
Mother 
M7 
Tao Beijing  NC 26 21 2015 
BS, 
Management Not designated  
**M8 
Tung Chengdu  CC 25 22 2016 BS, Finance Not designated  
Column 1: M pertains to male/F pertains to female, followed by respective interview number 
Last Column:  FA pertains to Father/MA pertains to Mother’s industry affiliations (if provided) 
City Geographic Region: 11 Southern China, 7 Northern China, 1 Central China 
Parental work (optional response to protect participant privacy) 
SC = Southern China Region; CC = Central China Region; NC = Northern China Region 
* Described non-family external influences as most significant 
** Described self-initiated decision-making path  
 
 
Research Questions 
The following questions framed the research design: 
1. How do these Chinese students describe their graduate study abroad decision-
making process, experiences, motivations, and impacts?  
2. How did the Confucian Heritage Culture-based sociocultural/intergenerational 
norms and values of both the students and their families affect their graduate 
study abroad decisions?    
3. What influences led these Chinese graduate students to choose to study in the 
United States? 
 
Findings 
The findings discussed throughout this chapter emerged from thorough analysis of 
the data including multiple rounds coding from verbatim transcriptions of face-to-face 
interviews, concurrent researcher observation note-taking during and immediately after 
each interview, as well as submitted participant artifacts and publicly accessible Master 
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in Finance program artifacts.  Additionally, notes from the researcher’s journal further 
supplemented the triangulation of data.  In vivo and eclectic coding were initially applied 
to identify common words, themes, and sub-themes.  In the first round of coding, the 
researcher read and used open coding for each of the 19 verbatim scripts.  After a second 
round of analysis, a compilation spreadsheet was created containing aggregate verbatim 
responses to each of the 16 questions from the interview protocol.  The researcher then 
utilized two online word cloud software products (Wordle, TagCrowd) to confirm and 
document word duplication frequency and identify key words, themes, and patterns, both 
individually and across aggregate participant responses to each of the 16 questions.  
Following these two rounds of coding and triangulation with observations and artifacts, 
four basic themes and 16 subthemes emerged (see Figure 5).   
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Figure 5. Findings – Decision-Making Journey (DMJ) emergent themes & subthemes. 
 
 
 
The Decision-Making Journey (DMJ) Begins 
The 19 participants described their individual decision-making processes, 
experiences, motivations, and utilization of rapidly emerging social media technology 
related to their CSSA decision-making journeys.  These study participants identified 
elements that represented the decision-making infrastructure from which study abroad 
dreams were launched and their international adventures in higher education began. 
Decision-making process.  Participant descriptions of their respective decision-
making experiences and processes reflected some commonalities, but no two journeys 
• Standardized									Tests	• Language	• Engagement	• 	Homesickness,	Lonelines	
• Hai	Gui	• Personal	Growth	• Wisdom	Emparted	• Balancing	Perspectives			
• Personal	Independence		• Travel	• Academics	• Exposure:	Culture,	People	&	Ideas	• 	Work	Experience	
• Process	• Experiences	• Social	Media	
Decision-making	Journey	Begins				
Decision-making	Journey	Aspirations	&	Opportunties					Decision-making	Journey	Challenges		Overcome		
	Decision-making	Journey	Returning	Home	
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were completely alike.  Upon comparing and contrasting the individual’s decision-
making descriptions, generally one of three functional decision-making paths emerged. 
 
 
Table 4 
Decision-Making Processes: Emerging CSSA Decision Paths 
1. Inclusive family-
focused multifaceted 
process 
 
63% (12 of 19) adopted 
fully inclusive dynamic 
intergenerational processes 
with collective interests, 
influences, and outcomes. 
2. Inclusive, non-family 
multifaceted process  
 
16% (3 of 19) adopted 
generally inclusive 
multifaceted processes 
informed, guided, or 
influenced by participant 
and non-family external 
factors. 
3. Self-initiated 
 
 
21% (4 of 19) adopted 
primarily self-initiated 
processes with varying 
degrees of external input 
that had nominal influence 
on the individual’s decision 
process or outcome. 
 
 
It should be noted that regardless of the decision-making path adopted, each study 
participant emphasized they were solely responsible for the final study abroad decision.  
However, this self-described responsibility for the decision was contradicted in multiple 
cases by responses to other questions.  For example, Chongan, who had initially 
described himself as responsible for his study abroad decision, later described a 
traditional inclusive study abroad decision-making experience influenced by his father’s 
financial services career history along with other external influences:  
This was a multiple step process for me.  After graduating (from) my 
undergraduate degree, I had three options.  First, I could work and gain valuable 
experience.  Second, I could go immediately to graduate school in China.  Third, I 
could go abroad to get knowledge not available in China.  My professors and 
parents told me that advanced degrees were necessary if I wanted higher-level 
work and career path.  Based on this I decided to go for my master’s degree 
immediately instead of working.  I had earned my undergraduate degree in China, 
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so I wanted to learn more about insurance and risk management that I could not 
get in China so I thought study abroad was my best option. (Chongan) 
 
Recognizing the underlying complexity of Chinese heritage culture and CSSA decision-
making dynamics represented above, the study participant comments described three 
functional decision-making paths as indicated in Table 4.   
Inclusive family-focused multifaceted process.  Decision processes ranged from 
transparent and direct family-based decisions to complex and nuanced multi-year 
decision journey processes.  Most participants (63%) described a decision-making 
process that was inclusive, multifaceted, and intergenerational with multiple influences 
and interests that identified family members (generally the father) as the greatest single 
source of influence.  Jun described her intergenerational decision-making dynamic 
succinctly, “My father influenced my decision.  I influenced my mother's position 
regarding travel, while they both joined me in the US.”   
Others like Jian, Hai, and Helen elaborated more deeply, describing collective-
based perspectives, experiences, interests, and influences aligned with the CHC.  Jian 
clarified that it was his parents’ prior international work experiences that influenced his 
study abroad aspirations.  He described their parental influence as more positively 
encouraging rather than overtly authoritative based on their lived experiences:  
I made the graduate education study-abroad decision very early because my 
parents used to work in another country.  They encouraged me to see the bigger 
world and pursue the academic degree before I entered the workforce.  I agreed 
with their ideas so I made up my mind quickly to study abroad in the US.  
 
Hai also described an inclusive decision-making process directly influenced by 
his parents, specifically his father’s interests.  Hai prioritized his father’s choice over his 
own aspirations.   
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Actually it’s quite simple, my dad wanted me to study in US so there is no self-
motivation at the first stage.  After I prepared [for] the language test [TOEFL] and 
GMAT [US requirement for graduate business students], I decided to focus and 
make full use of my graduate study because I have pulled through too much and I 
want to experience different life style.   
 
Hai clarified that the phrase “pulled through” referred to his compliance to his parents’ 
wishes.  Helen described her study abroad decision-making process as being inclusive 
and family focused beginning in primary school where she first learned about the English 
language and culture.  Her utilitarian perspective linked her prior lessons with her 
immediate aspirations to experience US culture firsthand while earning a relevant degree 
abroad.    
My initial thought was to see the real US world.  I had the first English class when 
in fourth grade in the primary school and studied for eight years.  I remember the 
first several years of English teaching materials were partial to British culture, but 
finally all we talked about was United States.  So I knew the United States from 
the book (perspective) initially and [I] wanted to see the real one [US culture] and 
studying abroad would be the direct way to know it.  I wanted to experience what 
US books and my teachers taught, in person. 
 
In describing her inclusive decision-making process, Daiyu described 
multigenerational familial considerations and influences, while also introducing the social 
expectation in China that children follow the career footsteps of parents. 
For me it is important to know that the relationships that were important were not 
just my parents, my grandparents lived far away, but they raised me for many 
years and still cared for me even when I was away from them.  Many Chinese 
parents worked very hard, so they had relied on their own parents to take care of 
their children while they worked very hard.  My grandparents basically raised me 
and wanted me to stay with them, but my hometown [unnamed] was small and 
did not have real business opportunities, so they knew I could not stay with them 
and my parents were still working hard to pay for me.  My father and mother 
worked in sciences [physics and chemicals] and said they would back my 
decision, but since they did not know business, they trusted me to make a good 
decision.  In China, there is a saying – “your parents do something so I will do 
something” meaning you will do what they do – little change, little risk.  In China, 
you take the Gaokao exam like at 18, like SATs but much harder.  You also must 
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[then] choose one area that you will pursue for your career.  I chose business 
and finance rather than science.  It was confusing to me, but now they [parents] 
can help me with science and I help them with financial planning.  Combined we 
know more. 
 
Inclusive, non-family multifaceted process.  The second approach adopted by 
16% of the study participants (three) described a generally inclusive, multifaceted process 
that attributed the single greatest decision-making external influence factor to be non-
family.  External non-family sources of study abroad decision-making influences 
included: (a) direct close friends with study abroad experience, (b) teachers/professors, 
(c) China’s popular education agents usually hired by parents, and (d) non-Chinese 
sources (e.g., visiting US education experts).   
Some study participants described non-family members as their most significant 
external motivating influences.  Yun talked about a close friend being her greatest 
influence.  “My friend, who was studying in England at that time, encouraged me to also 
study abroad and convinced me to choose Drexel as my final decision because of better 
teacher resources.”  Yun acknowledged sources of encouragement and influence that 
included trusted old friends as well as newly established friendships resulting from 
common study abroad interests.   
My English teacher’s friend studied in America.  She encouraged me when I 
consulted her about TOEFL and GMAT exam things.  My friends helped and 
encouraged me a lot in both exam preparation and university application process.  
Also, I made new friends with some students who also applied for foreign schools 
because of common interests and values.  We played important roles in each 
other’s exam preparation and university application process.  
 
Chow described her CSSA decision strategy as strongly influenced by a single interaction 
with someone she perceived as an academic expert:  
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While an exchange student to [country x] in my sophomore year, I met the 
Dean of Economics at a major U.S. university.  I asked him if I should study 
economics or finance and he said as a Ph.D. in economics, he said, “Do not 
pursue economics” and clarified further that “finance was much better option.”  
He said economics was a more of decoration and finance was more valuable for 
business.  That led me to commit to finance (graduate degree) and to studying 
abroad in the US.  
 
Li described her positive multifaceted decision-making experience as highly 
inclusive with both parental encouragement as well as the influence of a visiting 
professor for solidifying her hopes and motivation to study abroad.  
In my undergraduate education, I studied English literature.  I wanted to learn 
more about that since I studied it; and my parents have traveled to the US and 
strongly encouraged me to explore the US and Europe.  And I always wanted to 
see these places for myself, not just imagine them based on what I read about 
them in my studies.  Second, in undergraduate, I had some activities with New 
York University professors visiting Beijing.  They too encouraged me to consider 
studying in the US.  These were not friends, just visitors that came to my School 
and spoke to many students as part of a music conference hosted at my school.  
This encouragement from a U.S. professor gave me hope and greater motivation 
to pursue study abroad in the US.  This took place in the 3rd year of 
undergraduate. . . . My parents offered input, but they really wanted me to make 
the final decision.  My parents did not want to control me.  
   
Hua, who lived and secured her undergraduate degree in Beijing, described her 
undergraduate University’s simulated study abroad program as highly influential in her 
decision processes.  Hua noted:   
My undergraduate school had an exchange program, not just for China but 
Chinese students to study abroad.  This is the reason I studied abroad.  We had a 
half-year of courses to experience simulated study abroad in American 
Universities.  They showed how in America professors have smaller classes and 
have practical case studies. It is different from China where we have over 60-100 
people in one class.  I could feel the difference, so I wanted to apply for a grad 
program in a U.S. American University.  About feelings, I think it is very 
peaceful.  This formalized school-based program encouraged me to explore study 
abroad options.   
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Self- initiated process.  Four participants (two men and two women) described 
decisions that were self-initiated with nominal extrinsic influences.  Tung noted: 
My decision to earn my Masters degree in finance and to study in the US was 
made by me.  I consulted my parents and discussed study abroad experiences of 
other close friends and Internet connections, but I made the decision and I took on 
the risk and responsibility of my life and career.  I could not do it without my 
parents but the decision was mine, and I think it was a good strategy.  
 
Jun described her seemingly laser-focused and self-initiated CSSA decision-making 
process as “simple, straight & quick.  I knew I wanted to study outside of China and I 
worked toward that goal.”  While the number of described self-initiated decision-making 
processes were limited, the passion and commitment among these individuals was 
evident. 
Experiences.  A majority of study participants described complex, often 
emotional decision-making experiences influenced by CHC constructs including filial 
piety (a child’s indebtedness to his/her parents) and guanxi (the importance of 
relationships and networks of influence).  These underlying manifestations of CHC 
influence ranged from overt parental mandates to subtle parental guidance and 
encouragement imbued over time that impacted the participants’ study abroad 
perspectives in positive ways.  Daiyu offered a poignant description of sharing her 
admission news with her parents and grandparents.  
When I got the news from my parents that I received a letter from Drexel 
University, it was more exciting than I ever expected.  At that moment I wanted to 
go abroad more in that moment than in all the years thinking/dreaming about it.  I 
was full of passion to know more . . . and later the feelings grew inside me that I 
shared with friends and they were happy for me.  My excitement passed and I had 
to consider [the] reality of logistics of moving to a new place, but also to cherish 
the relationships with my family [parents and grandparents too].  They wanted to 
spend time with me, now that they knew I was going away again! (Daiyu) 
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Tung committed to pursuing his graduate degree in the US after entry-level 
work left him dissatisfied.  Assuming an advanced degree was necessary, but wishing to 
avoid redundant education content in China, he described a methodical navigation to 
pursue overseas study: 
After my BS degree in business, I worked for a year in banking.  Within six 
months of starting work, I became very bored.  I realized more education is 
required to move ahead in any career.  [I] began to consider my options and 
decided it is a good time to pursue a graduate degree.  If I am going to do this – 
I'll go abroad since my BS degree in finance in China would likely be repeated if I 
stay in China.  I decided study abroad would be best for me so I reached out to my 
parents who were very supportive.  I immediately began to focus on my English 
language skills, which I had studied in grade school and high school but had not 
used much.  
 
Social media.  Nearly all the study participants described social media as a 
powerful and beneficial resource utilized throughout their study abroad decision-making 
process.  Tung noted: 
Before I ever decided to study abroad or accept my Drexel admission offer, I used 
the Internet, QQ, to identify and talk to other study abroad students for many 
months.  Yes, it is possible to connect with other admitted students or alumni 
from the U.S. schools to ask about their experiences.  These people were from all 
over China, and I even met six people from the incoming Drexel 2014 class.  We 
kept each other informed regarding Drexel communications, and worked closely 
together as we decided where we would choose to go.  It was great.  They were 
like me, and I was not alone, and this reduced fear, anxiety and made sure you did 
not miss any important information.  Two pre-program social media connections 
became close friends still in place today.  
 
Chi added, “Social media made researching international schools easier.  I know many of 
my classmates made their decisions based on input from people they've never met.”  Hai 
described how he utilized social media: 
Social media was a great influence because you can learn a lot of information on 
basically every single detail.  You can consult students who are currently studying 
abroad or graduated from programs abroad with a dream job you want.  All this 
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information helped me to decide on study abroad and what I could do when I 
returned to China.  
 
Huian described how she utilized China’s largest social media resource, 
WeChat—estimated at twice the size of Facebook—to connect with fellow admitted 
students from cities across China before signing her University letter of intent.  
We had not met, but we had connected with many new friends that would be 
joining us at Drexel through We Chat.  I met new people from cities in China that 
I had never been [to].  This was like my exchange program, but even better 
because these were new friends to learn.  This new friendship was powerful, and 
it helped me have courage and to follow the new path.  This helped us connect to 
get apartments before we arrived in US and California.   
 
Chongan, a male classmate from Tianjin (near Beijing) in the 2016 graduating 
class commented on his own parents’ use of social media contributing to his DMJ 
explaining: 
My parents used Internet and social media to explore his CSSA options before I 
did.  My parent did my preliminary online research.  I also contacted Chinese 
students from Drexel on Weibo.  They were very nice and helpful to me as I 
decided between Drexel Sacramento and South Carolina.  
 
Not all the study participants described social media as pertinent.  Hua, a member 
of the inaugural MSF class of 2013 currently working in Shanghai, noted that she and her 
classmates relied more on China’s then popular international education agents than social 
media.  “At that time (2012), social media did not have a significant influence on our 
decision.  The agents helped us.  Social media was not as strong as University websites, 
but it was there." 
The participants provided a deep and rich series of reflective descriptions of their 
CSSA decision-making experiences and processes, discussing the influences of CHC 
while also acknowledging the benefits and expanding role of social media.  While no two 
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decision-making journeys were fully alike, three general decision-making paths 
emerged.  How these findings align with CHC constructs is discussed more deeply in the 
following themes.  
Decision Making Journey Aspirations and Opportunities 
All the study participants were asked to identify the initial CSSA aspirations that 
served to motivate them.  Their descriptions provided a sense of aspirations that 
motivated them at all different points in the process both upstream and downstream of the 
actual decision to study abroad.  The five most prevalent aspirations in priority order 
were: (a) personal independence, (b) travel, (c) academics, (d) exposure (culture, people, 
& ideas), and (e) work experience.  
Personal independence.  One of the most common aspirations referenced across 
study participant gender was the desire for independence.  Nine of the 16 participants 
identified personal independence as their most prioritized CSSA aspiration.  Daiyu 
reflected on her CSSA aspirations as “Independence, freedom, new thoughts, new people, 
so much to learn in school and everywhere.”  Bo described independence as her initial 
study abroad aspiration, recognizing her desire to distance herself from her parents.  This 
was a theme touched upon by a majority of study participants.  
I really wanted to study in California. My friend who was studying in California 
six months before me sent me Facebook photos of California, and this made me 
focus on California as my new preferred location. She also told me about the 
independence graduate students have, which appealed to me.  I love my parents, 
but I wanted to explore on my own.  I wanted more independence.  
 
Hua described the positive shifts in parental relationship dynamics when she moved 
abroad.  "The relationship between me and my parents changed . . . I think that after I 
began the study abroad, the relationship between me and my parents changed, like they 
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treated me like a grown-up person for the first time.”  Huian referenced her 
undergraduate university’s integrated real-world international seminar as having spurred 
her on to seek greater personal independence by studying abroad in the US at the 
graduate level:  
Before I studied in the US, I was part of an exchange program in my 
undergraduate school that sent us to England for a year to study.  Me and three 
friends from my school went together to study at the English school and stayed 
together in their dorm.   It was good, but this time I wanted to do it by myself in a 
new country.  I was a little scared, but I really wanted to do this study on my own 
to test myself and to be independent for the first time.  I was frightened but more 
excited because this was what I wanted and it was happening.  
 
Travel.  Travel was the second most referenced aspiration.  Nearly half the study 
participants described travel among their top three pre-CSSA aspirations.  Perspectives 
regarding travel were even more positive in retrospect.  Many participants described with 
fondness the Master’s program’s day-trips with classmates to successful businesses in 
San Francisco and Silicon Valley, reflecting on their newfound independence.  
Regarding opportunities to travel during the 18 months of study, Hai noted, “I 
enjoyed travelling around the US, especially California, and meeting with people from 
different cultures and organizations.  This made me stronger and more confident in 
myself and that helps me today in China.”  Chow also touched upon positive travel-
related personal growth outcomes: “I traveled several times during vacation.  I think the 
best memory of my graduate study abroad is that I had the chance to visit many cities in 
America.  I was independent and confident, and it went well.”  Li described her positive 
memories of traveling around the US both alone and with her parents.  It was in these 
travels with her parents that she recognized shifting family dynamics manifesting for the 
first time. 
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Traveling throughout the US was great, even when I traveled in the US with 
my parents. I saw that outside of China, we were each a little different and we 
could enjoy different things and it was ok.  My parents liked US natural beauty 
and national parks, but I like the excitement of big cities.  They [my parents] were 
different in the US than they were in China, but we found ways to get along and 
enjoy together.  (Li) 
 
Academics.  Seven of the study participants (42%) listed academics among their 
top three study abroad motivations and as a key differentiating factor in their final CSSA 
decision.  The term academics was used to describe everything from noted distinctions 
between China and US delivery models to specific degrees, programs, elective courses, 
and extra-curricular offerings perceived to be superior, or only available in the US.  Jun 
described the US academic experiences as different and motivating: "US classroom 
experiences where students can ask questions to the faculty and faculty were friendly.”  
She noted the subject of finance was approached broadly and historically and “helped me 
understand the whole thing beyond just money and profit.”  Helen described her fondest 
CSSA academic memory to be her first US business course focused on group problem 
solving:  
The class named Business Simulation is impressive.  The presentation in the final 
class is the best memory of my graduate abroad experience.  Our team performed 
well and got the second place.  I felt so proud of having the teammates.  Even 
though six years have passed, we still felt excited when talking about the 
presentation.  
 
Li also valued the holistic and cross-disciplinary perspective reflected in US 
course content and classroom delivery: “I had many memories, but this comes to mind 
regarding academics . . . when the teachers taught us how to value organizations from 
many different points – economics, accounting, finance, and management."  
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Ann explained that the opportunity to choose electives for the first time was an 
important element for her.  “I was able to select some of the courses.  I really enjoyed the 
courses relating to international finance, economics, and trade.”  Chow described how her 
choice of study location was linked directly to her academic focus: “Once I chose to 
study finance, it was clear to me that the US has the most advanced finance study over 
the world.”  Hai focused on the value of the historical perspective offered in the program. 
I enjoyed my deep learning of the Nobel Prize Essay in economics, and major 
findings of the investment world dating from 1950 to now, which really really 
helped my own investment practice.  This big history of finance helped me 
understand the whole thing beyond just money and profit.  
 
Tung did a careful analysis of the programs in several countries to reach his decision to 
study finance in the US: 
Some people assume (the) US is best.  I wanted to be careful with my choice of 
international study.  Once deciding to study abroad, I considered all countries at 
first, and then began to disqualify, until I felt good about the final choice.  
England only offered one-year graduate programs, which were too short for 
international students to learn in a new environment.  Canada's education system 
image is respected in China, but most believe [the weather is] too cold.  
Australia's education system does not have a good reputation in China.  They may 
have some good schools although, in China, Australia is considered where you go 
if you can't get into US schools.  I also considered New Zealand because the 
people are friendly, but ultimately concluded my comfort was not important 
enough.  I then convinced myself that by watching US TV shows that we get in 
China, I could be comfortable in the US too.  The US has much to offer in the 
area of finance, and US schools were respected.    
 
Exposure (culture, people, & ideas).  Some participants (31%) described 
exposure to new elements not possible in China to be a major motivator in their study 
abroad decision.  Most explained that strategic introduction to new people, ideas, and 
cultures also supported their personal growth aspirations.  Jun described her long-awaited 
immersion into American culture:  
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My personal interest . . . American culture, different education system.  As I 
mentioned, I enjoy different things . . . the motivation to experience (a) different 
culture, obtain financial knowledge, better career opportunity. . . . I enjoyed my 
experience a lot.  Enjoying different things, living in the real local lifestyles and 
seeing new things, local friends, cultures, foods and natural landscapes.  Seeing 
new things, people and places was so wonderful.  
 
In describing their aspirations for exposure to new ideas, cultures, and people 
along with concurrent emotions of excitement and trepidation, many study participants 
likened their study abroad experience to an adventure.  Chow explained her aspirations:  
Exposure to new friends and lessons in America.  Exposure to Drexel faculty who 
were very nice.  Best of all was travel experiences.  For the most part I felt 
excited, (that) was my feeling of emotion when I realized that I would be studying 
abroad.  We were going on an adventure but we were not alone.   
 
Jian conversely described his cultural difference as a significant challenge: 
I still believe the greatest challenge is (the) cultural difference; it is easy to speak 
to people on a very shallow level, but talking about some deeper topics and [to] 
live like a local people is not easy at all.  I felt outside, not balanced with people.  
 
Work experience.   A smaller number of study participants described work 
experience as an important pre-study abroad aspiration.  Tao described aspirations 
focused on long-range, post-graduation outcomes including career competiveness and 
lifestyle status benefits as his key motivators for studying abroad.  
To have more career competitive power and to find a high salary job. . . . It is not 
a hard decision because I really wanted to experience [a] better education and [a] 
different culture.  My family supported my decision; we believed a graduate 
degree from the US could make me more powerful [for a] career in China.  
 
Chi described his study abroad motivation simply, “I wanted to make money and make 
my father proud.”  A few, like Yun, described their internship work experience arranged 
through the graduate program as important: 
I was happy when I knew I'd get to participate in the Morgan Stanley internship 
program even though I did not work in that area after graduating.  It gave me a 
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good chance to strengthen my resume and it helped me when I came back to 
China to find jobs.  
 
Work experience aspirations influenced the decision process of several students 
but were also associated with resonating frustration in some cases.  The weak US 
economy during the five years the students studied in the US was not conducive to 
placement aspirations, except for a lucky few of the very best equipped students.  
“Following up on the limited job opportunity for international students in the States, I 
was surprised how hard jobs were to find in the US” (Jun).  Chi explained how he 
adaptively turned a negative US economy into his motivation to accelerate his transition 
home to China to pursue his former employer’s commitment to him. 
Initially, before accepting the offer to Drexel University, I dreamt of working on 
Wall Street in NYC, and that was a key reason for going abroad.  After 
announcing my acceptance to US Graduate education, my boss in Shanghai was 
supportive of my overseas study plan and committed to (my) positive career track 
if I returned to China after graduation.  Looking back, this offer shifted my 
dreams from staying in the US to an eagerness to earn the degree and return home 
as quickly as possible.  
 
In noting the motivating aspect of the five areas—(a) personal independence, (b) 
travel, (c) academics, (d) exposure (culture, people, & ideas), and (e) work experience—
most participants reflected positively on their success in achieving their aspirations; 
however, some described the limited opportunities to acquire work experience as a source 
of frustration.  Challenges are explored more extensively in the next theme.  
Decision-Making Journey (DMJ) Challenges  
Study participants described how they overcame study abroad-related challenges 
manifesting before, during, or after their study abroad decision process occurred, and in 
post-decision outcomes.  
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Standardized tests.  One challenge, described frequently in the CSSA study 
abroad decision process, was participants’ preparation for, effective execution of, and 
ultimate dealing with the results of China’s mandatory Gaokao examination.  The 
Gaokao exam was described as an unavoidable obstacle for aspiring Chinese study 
abroad students before the study abroad education decision-making process can begin or 
be executed.  Chinese students have only one opportunity to take the Gaokao exam.  This 
single shot determines their access to education and greatly influences their lifelong 
career track options compounding the stress for Chinese students navigating the already 
complex CSSA decision-making process.  In describing her CSSA decision-making 
journey, Bo referenced the Gaokao exam and its lifelong impact: 
It began in high school when we all must take the Gaokao exam in the last year of 
high school.  They require you to designate your single career plan, as well as 
your top three Universities, [although] really only your top choice matters.  It was 
a two-day exam but I did pretty good.  
 
Ann noted that the Gaokao, and other standardized tests required by US 
institutions were challenges; however, her excitement to study abroad helped her 
surmount them.  
I took the Gaokao and did well.  I then had to decide if I wanted to apply to top 
Chinese Universities or instead to focus on studying abroad.  If studying abroad, I 
needed to take six months to prepare and complete [the] additional GMAT and 
TOEFL exams before I graduated from my undergraduate program.  This was a 
lot to do, but I made my mind up then to study abroad in the US in an area closely 
aligned with my undergraduate studies.  Of course I was a little nervous and had 
some concerns but my excitement for studying abroad was stronger.   
 
Language.  Study participants acknowledged that honing one’s English language 
skills was a strategic justification for their study abroad decision; however, many also 
described language barriers as the greatest post-decision challenge.  Some participants, 
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like Ann, described US cultural immersion to test their English language skills as an 
important study abroad decision-motivating factor.  
Having studied English in my undergraduate program, I aspired to test myself and 
apply my knowledge of English by studying abroad in an English-speaking 
country such as the United States.  That is the key reason for me seeking to study 
abroad.  
 
The aspiration to practice speaking English did not always manifest positively.  
Some participants, including Daiyu, explained that language constraints became a 
considerable source of frustration that permeated many study abroad experiences.   
Mastering the English language [in order to] penetrate the US culture was the 
biggest challenge for me and all Chinese students.  The academics are not 
difficult, but the [language] gap between Chinese and US people is hard and can 
be frustrating. (Daiyu)   
 
Additionally, the nuanced descriptions of learning obstacles included faculty applications 
of humor, as well as faculty accents and word enunciation.  Li described her frustrations 
(that were mirrored by other participants): “Jokes were extremely difficult for us to 
understand.”  Four participants, including Huian, described their challenges in expressing 
emotions.  
You cannot express yourself well in English when trying to communicate with 
people from the US.  This is blamed on me because I should have prepared more, 
but I could never understand US ‘small talk’.  We may know the words but 
together the talking results in wrong words [that] I do not want to say and my 
words are not what the US people want to know.  This is very frustrating because 
both people want to learn, but our words fail us. (Huian) 
 
Ning’s perspective regarding her challenges shifted as she realized that US 
classmates likely had similar apprehensions:  
The hardest thing was language, but also we did not have the courage or the 
cultural similarities to initiate conversations.  That is what I thought initially, but I 
realize now that both Chinese students and US may share the same apprehensions 
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toward each other and sometimes we both have to make the effort.  When we 
don't talk, we miss opportunities to grow together.  
 
Language barriers as sources of humiliation were described by Tao: 
Although I studied English many years, I was still afraid to speak English at the 
first year of study abroad.  Because the people in society speak very fast and I 
cannot understand completely, which made me less and less confident.  It was so 
humiliating if other people cannot understand what you said. 
 
Bo took a solution-oriented approach to the challenge of language, suggesting the 
value of speaking to non-Chinese: 
I would not recommend that they hang out only with their Chinese friends.  This 
is safe and easy but will not support our long-term goals.  You came to US to 
acquire English skills.  Do not waste your time in America speaking only to 
Chinese.  Talk to everyone that isn't Chinese to strengthen your English skills and 
learn more from American friends and teachers.  Before students leave China they 
must practice their English language skills because it helps in the classroom and 
builds confidence to begin US friendships.  
 
Engagement.  The term engagement refers to student connections with other 
individuals or groups within and across cultures.  Participants’ navigation of real and 
perceived cultural differences was described by over half the participants as their second 
greatest challenge.  Chow noted: “Mastering English language and penetrating the US 
culture were the biggest challenges for me and all Chinese students.  The academics are 
not difficult, but the gap between Chinese and US people is hard and can be frustrating.”  
Jian described feelings of being marginalized that he linked to cultural difference: 
I still believe the greatest challenge is cultural difference; it is easy to speak to 
people on a very shallow level, but talking about some deeper topics and [to] live 
like a local people is not easy at all.  I felt outside, not balanced with people.  
 
Daiyu suggested that inherent shyness, prevalent among Chinese students, may have 
limited communication: 
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Chinese students are shy to speak English, but we want and need to learn.  We 
need to break the Chinese groups and encourage Chinese students to move out of 
their shyness and be brave.  Students want this even if they don't say it. 
 
While Jian described the engagement deterrent mentioned by many of his classmates, 
Daiyu’s perspective identifies a possible self-generated solution to an emotional barrier. 
Loneliness and homesickness.  Approximately half the male and female 
participants discussed how loneliness and homesickness impacted them.  Their 
description of loneliness was presented in stark contrast with the described predominance 
of personal independence as a key-motivating factor.  Many participants described 
loneliness as their greatest or second greatest challenge.  Chi explained, “Even though I 
had already studied in New Zealand, I was very homesick and lonely.  I don't think it was 
just me.  All Chinese students felt lonely.  This feeling does not balance you and hurts 
everything.”  Kang acknowledged, “It is a great challenge to go to a new place without 
friends and family, and even no compatriots.”  Shan compared his two greatest 
challenges:  “Language is hard.  Loneliness was harder than I expected but it passes.  You 
need to stay active and balanced.  You need to focus on the future and not just today.  
Work hard and have courage.”  Daiyu, ever moving from challenge to solution, discussed 
her approach to coping with loneliness. 
But if you devote yourself to studying abroad, you may be lonely because not 
many people can afford to do it.  Me – when I was lonely, I played musical 
instruments.  This really helped me balance and feel better, especially when I was 
homesick in the first year abroad both in country X and in the US.  
 
Two male participants advocated for institutional interventions to reduce 
loneliness.  Chi recommended, “Help students experiencing loneliness.  Make sure there 
are more social activities for Chinese students to connect with the non-Chinese people.”  
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Shan additionally suggested that the institution bring students together before they 
begin the program.  
Before we come to America, bring Chinese students together in China cities or at 
least connect them through Chinese social media so they can make friends, and 
this will reduce the pain of moving from home and fear of loneliness.  
 
The descriptions of challenges faced by these international students seemed to 
align with challenges faced by many students studying away from home; however, the 
degree to which these personal challenges impacted the graduate studies experience was 
described as significant.  The impacts still resonated years later among many study 
participants.  Both male and female participants described their resilience when facing 
challenges; however, the females in this study appeared to be more resourceful and self-
reliant in overcoming their challenges. 
Decision-Making Journey (DMJ) Returning Home  
All participants in this program returned home at the end of their study abroad 
journey and described their often emotional and enlightening study abroad journey as 
having impacted their perspectives while positioning them to better support their families.   
Hai Gui.  The Chinese term Hai Gui offers the context of natural cycles such as 
those of sea turtles returning home throughout their lives with newly acquired wisdom 
and skills.  Each participant’s description included his or her transition from aspiring and 
obedient global student adventurer to successful, academically credentialed, finance 
specialist poised to compete and thrive back home or around the world.  A single 
chronology of Chi’s transition from a study abroad aspirant to an empowered young 
professional returning home triumphantly depicts one experience of Hai Gui. 
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As a child, I watched my father invest his hard earned savings that made our 
family comfortable and even rich by some standards.  He always wanted me to 
study abroad.  This idea was in my mind before high school although I was not 
sure it would happen. 
In China, you only know what the teacher tells you.  I knew nothing about 
finance in high school other than what I learned from my father at home.  In 
undergraduate …. I learned that I was good with numbers, so finance and 
accounting seemed like a good area for me.  
I dreamt of working on Wall Street in NYC and that was a key reason for 
going abroad. 
If I was going learn more and different things, experiencing the U.S. was 
the best place for me. I did not consider England or Canada. 
So many courses to choose from.  I enjoyed the cultural diversity course.  
In (the) U.S. - the business environment is big and the passion and innovation 
among the people in the U.S. was strongest.  
I was very homesick and lonely.  I don't think it was just me. All Chinese 
students felt lonely.  This feeling does not balance you and hurts everything. 
… After announcing my acceptance to U.S. Graduate education, my boss 
in Shanghai was supportive of my overseas study plan and committed to a 
positive career track if I returned to China after graduation.  Looking back, this 
offer shifted my dreams from staying in the US to an eagerness to earn the degree 
and return home…and as quickly as possible since my fiancé was waiting for me. 
  
Personal growth.  While not specifically targeted in the interview protocol, all 
the participants referenced aspects of personal growth that they attributed to their study 
abroad experiences.  Ning recognized personal growth as one of the many CSSA 
benefits: 
I was independent from family and had to make decisions for myself.  I think this 
led to my personal growth and this made me feel happy and independent.  Yet, it 
was sometimes hard to be alone, but it was the best thing for me at that time in my 
life.  It made me grow and I benefitted from studying in the US because of 
academics, exposure to new things, and my personal growth.  
 
One of the key transformations described by study participants was their changing 
relationship with parents as they matured during the 18-month program.  Hua elaborated 
regarding evolving relationships with her parents that continue today as she pursues her 
Ph.D. degree in the US. 
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I think that after I studied abroad, the relationship between my parents and me 
changed for the better. They treated me like a grown up person. The first several 
months they tried to reach me every day.  Now, it is like a routine . . . they no 
longer suggest I do this and do that or ask why I did something.  I feel like I'm 
growing up.  They treat me like I'm not their baby, like I'm grown up now.  I think 
study abroad made me grow up faster than if I stayed in China. (Hua) 
 
In describing his personal growth while navigating CHC constructs of filial piety 
(obligation to parents) and mianzi (self image), Hai described the importance of greater 
self-awareness, as well as the importance of fully understanding the impacts of “going 
along” and “staying quiet,” which are engrained in the CHC parent—child behavioral 
norms that guide Chinese education decisions. 
The greatest challenge was to think clearly and to understand how this move 
would influence my life afterward [post CSSA].  Rather than just going along 
with others, they [other CSSA students] should think about themselves and work 
hard to make the best of study abroad, not just be quiet.  
 
Wisdom imparted.   CSSA experiences led to knowledge and the understanding 
that most study participants wished to share with prospective and newly committed 
CSSA participants following in their footsteps.  These recommendations ranged from 
tactical suggestions to avoid, mitigate, and or overcome challenges to more strategic 
holistic institutional initiatives to address particular challenges faced by Chinese students.  
One of the simplest pieces of study abroad wisdom was imparted by Ann.  “The one 
thing that I want to share with future students.  ‘Be prepared and no matter what 
challenges you may face, be positive and face them with courage.’” Daiyu heralded that 
she would do it all again with even greater zest and positive emotion.  “Even now, my 
decision to study abroad would never change.  I would only try to do more of everything.  
More learning, more exploring, more talking, more everything.”  Both Hua and Ning 
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encouraged future CSSA participants take responsibility for their life decisions and not 
blame others. 
I have some suggestions.  My recommendations are opposite of my experience.  I 
want to tell students to think about it before you come to the US.  Do not let 
anyone else make the decision for you.  My parents did not force me to go so I 
have no regret.  My experience has been my decision.  I see so many students that 
parents made the decision for them, and now they are in the US and not happy.  
You must not blame any other people or blame your parents.  It is bad emotions! 
(Hua) 
 
Ning reinforced Hua’s comments regarding the importance of personal responsibility.  
What do [you] really want, and not what everyone else wants.  In this process you 
are growing because you are making the decision for your life.  Be prepared, be 
excited and be engaged.  “It is your life. You have to walk your own way.” (Ning) 
 
All the study abroad participants indicated they would participate in a study 
abroad program again; however, the majority of individuals conveyed varying 
recommendations for future CSSA members to further enhance their experiences.  Some 
of the study participants described the importance of considering campus location 
advantages as key determinants to their study abroad strategy.  Shan expressed that if 
granted the opportunity to redo his CSSA decision-making process, he might consider a 
different US city, institution, or academic discipline. 
I would still study abroad, but I would apply to more and better schools.  Drexel 
University Sacramento is very nice, but it is too small and not connected to 
businesses for good jobs.  I would like to study with people from more countries, 
not just (those from) China and a couple Americans.  
 
Tung offered a contrasting perspective in suggesting that it is the individual 
learner and not the location or learning environment preferences that are the most 
important variable in every CSSA success formula: 
School is very important, but not the only thing.  School location in big city is 
important but not the only thing. Be mindful of your preferences but don't let 
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them control you.  Big city schools have some advantages but you can learn 
things and meet new people anywhere.  
 
Huian warned about the limitations of the Chinese system that determines career 
paths at the age of 18: 
I would not learn finance at the undergraduate level.  Finance was a basic choice 
made at an age that was too young.  When I became older and have greater 
understanding to make a better choice, it is too late, I cannot change the 
commitment I and my family made for me at a young age.  It is hard to start 
again.  I cannot afford to waste money and time so this is an awkward situation 
that is present in many cultures.  
 
A few study participants described functional and tactical recommendations to 
enhance future study abroad experiences.  Jun suggested reconsidering the benefits of 
international education agents.  “Do more of your own research, target higher.  Don’t rely 
on agents and others.  Make the decision yourself because it is your life!”  Yun described 
the advantages of beginning the study abroad decision-making process earlier, 
particularly in terms of increasing the number of options from which to choose:  
I would enhance my decision making decision by preparing for the exams earlier, 
applying for more universities and doing more research on the school’s location, 
study resources and teachers’ backgrounds. . . . I would apply earlier and apply 
for more universities so that I have more choices. (Yun) 
 
Participant preparedness was revisited by Daiyu as a way to enhance the study 
abroad experience and possibly to reduce reliance upon enrollment agents:  
When I got the Drexel offer, I was not prepared.  I recommend that others prepare 
themselves more effectively so that emotions and excitement do not cause 
problems for them.  I would also tell them to do their own research because some 
education resources in China just want to make money and are not interested in 
your future.  Clarification: "agents/education consultants—that babysit rich 
students."  My parents hired an agent but it was useless because I had to correct 
their work because they [agents] did not know finance or business.  If the agents 
had connections, the (admission) packets (from non-connected University’s) were 
not even reviewed. (Daiyu) 
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Balancing perspectives.  Balancing is a term reflected in many participants’ 
descriptions of their abilities to effectively accommodate and manage external influences 
(and forces) in balance with their intrinsic aspirations and emotions encompassing one’s 
holistic perspective.  Ann described the importance of balancing the immediate 
experience of stress and loneliness with a focus on the long-term benefits of study 
abroad: 
To say that the decision to study abroad was not stressful and also occasionally 
lonely would not be true; however, I think we all must work to get a balance 
between the challenges and many benefits to studying abroad for me and my 
family.  I made the decision, and I was aware of the impacts on me and my 
family.  It is important to remain focused on the long-run results and not the 
immediate concerns or pain.  Always remember to look forward.   
 
Kang described “good balance” as his ability to align two seemingly different but 
not mutually exclusive goals.  “My parents encouraged me to learn abroad.  
Clarification—They wanted me to learn abroad and I wanted to explore.  It was a good 
balance.” (laughter).   
Li and Ning who were interviewed together, described their efforts to balance 
within CHC filial piety constructs that continued to impact them after their study abroad 
decision.  
My father inspires me a lot.  I value this and he and my mother get pleasure from 
supporting my education decisions financially.  On one side they really support 
me, but on the other they know the decision to study abroad will be really be 
tough on me and them too, financially and emotionally.  When I had to leave 
them I still had to make the final decision and work to understand the costs to 
them so that one day I could pay them back.  Their love and their money make me 
realize that I need to consider them more.  I then felt regret because they could 
have used this money for them to travel more.  Instead they give it to me to make 
me happy.  They sacrificed their happiness for me.  Even though they are happy 
for me, I worry for them.  That is Chinese parents! (Li) 
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Ning added her perspective regarding this inherent conflict in the notion that 
students must balance the CHC construct of one’s obligation to parents with a number of 
other (potentially conflicting) expectations placed upon them.  "We all want to make 
more money to take care of our parents; however, to make more money, we cannot be 
with them to take care of them in ways that require time.  It is truly a Chinese dilemma.” 
The study participants described the personal transitions experienced throughout 
their study abroad journey.  Participants acknowledged multiple perspectives first as 
aspiring study abroad student adventurers, then as study abroad participants, and finally, 
as aspiring young professionals returning home to family and friends in China with new 
skills and knowledge.  In the final section of Chapter 4, these findings are interpreted 
through the lens of the literature introduced in Chapter 2.  
Results and Interpretations 
Four results emerged from the findings: (a) Contemporary CSSA decision-making 
experiences reflected aspects of unique Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) norms and 
dynamics; (b) No single decision-making process was adopted for study abroad decision-
making, rather three general paths emerged; (c) Five elements were indicated as key 
motivators for seeking the study abroad experience; and (d) Social media played a 
significant and positive role in CSSA pre-study abroad decision-making processes, 
during study abroad, and in participant transitions home to China.   
Result One: Contemporary CSSA decision-making experiences reflected aspects of 
unique Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) norms and dynamics. 
 
The majority of the decision-making experiences described reflected one or more 
of the unique CHC constructs and norms including mianzi, filial piety, guanxi, and 
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others.  More than half this study’s participants described their decision-making 
dynamics as being generally inclusive and collective group-based processes characterized 
by intergenerational family-based interactions, aligning with the preponderance of prior 
research (P. Tran, 2012; T. Tran, 2013; J. Wang, 2013; Y. Wang, 2015; Xue & Wang, 
2012; F. Yang, 2007; K. S. Yang, 1996; Yeh & Bedford, 2003; Yi & Park, 2003).  
A fundamental personal and interpersonal CHC norm, mianzi, greatly influenced 
the participants’ decision-making.  Mianzi relates to the lens from which an individual 
views himself or herself and wishes to be viewed by others (Buckley et al., 2006; P. Tran, 
2012; T. Tran, 2013).  Mianzi was embedded in the perspectives expressed and processes 
described as individuals tried to balance personal aspirations with external influences and 
forces (e.g., family) throughout their decision-making process and overseas experiences.  
Mianzi may also illuminate why initially all study participants purported sole 
responsibility for their final CSSA decision, and then many later described their fathers as 
their greatest study abroad influence and decision driver.  While Western decision-
makers consider intangible factors with regard to how well they serve the objectives of 
the decision maker (Saaty, 2008), the influence of CHC constructs leads to decision-
making that is more open and even vulnerable to external forces and influences.  
Study participants also acknowledged the role of guanxi in interpersonal relations 
to reduce uncertainty and provide pragmatic relational resources to reinforce social 
connectedness (Buckley et al., 2006).  These relationships were not solely linked to the 
individual study abroad decision maker but also included extended relationships of 
family and friends that could directly or indirectly benefit the aspiring study abroad 
participant.  Regardless of the CSSA decision-making path or perspective, all study 
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participants recognized and referenced their, or their family’s, connections (or absence 
of them) in their personal quest to study abroad, in the US, and at the highest quality 
institution. 
A few participants described their compliance to parental authority, which follows 
CHC cultural values, and to education choice norms, aligning with filial piety.  This 
unique CHC element of filial piety pertains to the cultural expectation that parents will 
love and support their child and that child will in turn love, respect, and dutifully obey 
parents (Lee & Morrish, 2012).  Filial piety was reflected prominently in a number of the 
study participants’ descriptions of their decision-making processes.  Four graduates’ 
retrospective reflections described a degree of frustration with their lack of independence 
in their decision process and outcome.  They described their study abroad decision as 
made by someone other than themselves, seemingly executed on their behalf, and 
intended for their well-being.  As noted by Bodycott and Lai (2012) and Cubillo et al. 
(2006), the contrasting views of CHC values evident in these participant positions may 
contribute to further discussion and research into the diverse CSSA decision-making 
perspectives and dynamics.  When assessing individualist and collectivist decision-
making styles among Chinese and Anglo adolescents, Brew et al. (2001) asserted that 
individual Chinese study abroad aspirants tended to be more flexible and “open to other,” 
extrinsic inputs and influences compared to their Western counterparts; and this 
traditional CHC construct of “openness” to external forces was reflected prominently in 
study participant decision-making process descriptions although parents were not the 
only significant external forces.  
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In summary, most of study participants followed traditional CHC inclusive 
family-based decision-making constructs, recognizing parents as the driving education 
decision force (Bodycott & Lai, 2012).  These findings indicate that CHC constructs 
continue to be powerful influences upon contemporary CSSA decision-making.  
However, study data may also imply that the sources of influence upon study abroad 
education decisions are changing based on many of this study’s participants.  Several 
participants (three) described non-family external sources as their greatest influences, and 
some (four) described predominantly self-initiated and self-motivated decision processes, 
acknowledging limited authoritative external influences on their study abroad decision.  
These apparent shifts in the CHC decision-making constructs reflected in this study 
support Li and Bray’s (2007) as well as Bodycott and Lai’s (2012) statements that little is 
understood about the role of the families in the CSSA decision-making processes.  
Result Two: No single decision-making process was adopted for study abroad 
decision-making, rather three general paths emerged.   
 
Each of the three paths differed regarding the source and degree of externally 
generated influence and were labeled accordingly: (a) An inclusive, family-focused, 
multifaceted process; (b) An inclusive, non-family-focused, multifaceted process; or (c) 
A self-initiated process.  Most of the participants described significant external 
sociocultural and intergenerational forces that influenced their CSSA decision.  This is 
reflected in prior research by Chen et al. (2011), Fan (2002), Lee and Morrish (2012), Liu 
(2014), P. Tran (2012), and T. Tran (2013) regarding the unique complexities of CHC 
decision-making dynamics and forces impacting CSSA processes, including filial piety, 
guanxi, and mianzi.  While CHC construct influences are clearly strong, many study 
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participants described processes that did not follow the traditional CHC family-led 
education decision-making models reinforcing prior recommendations by Bodycott and 
Lai (2009) that further research into the complexities of Chinese study abroad decision-
making is beneficial.  The findings align with and may deepen understanding of 
Hofstede’s pioneering work comparing and contrasting cross-cultural differences in 
decision-making between adolescent Chinese and Anglo student populations (Brew et al., 
2001; Hofstede & Bond, 1988).   
As participants described their adopted study abroad decision-making path, all 
study participants noted some degree of intergenerational interaction in their decision-
making process.  In describing their efforts to balance personal energy resources, 
emotions, and expectations effectively, six study participants evidenced frustrations about 
their study abroad decision processes and the outcomes relating to parental influence.  
Saaty’s (2008) decision-making observations regarding how individuals perceive and 
rationalize external decision-making influences based on “how well they serve the 
objectives of the decision maker” (p. 83).  Saaty (2008) posed that inclusive decisions 
tend to be viewed from the lens of study abroad participants, but that was not reflected by 
the six participants who rationally complied with “external decision-making influences” 
prior to their study abroad decision.  While Wu (2014) concluded, “social and historical 
forces affect these choices and decision–making processes . . . Changes in these forces 
are rarely noted although they can offer guidance and direction to students (p. 428), this 
study’s representation of contemporary Chinese study abroad decision-making helps 
illuminate some of the unique CHC social and historical forces currently in play and 
possibly suggests a shift in our rapidly globalizing higher education sector. 
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While the world of higher education is changing, it appears that the decision-
making process for most CSSA participants remained highly collective with family 
influence being the first among equals.  This observation supports Lee and Morrish’s 
(2012) conclusion that “In the past half century, revolutionary changes, drastic 
government policies and economic reforms have powerfully shaped family forms in 
contemporary China.  Nonetheless, strong family obligations have not only survived but 
also remain central in Chinese life” (p. 588).  Lee and Morrish’s (2012) assertion that 
CSSA participant decision-making is likely to continue to be collectively based does 
however contrast with the findings from four participants who seemingly broke with 
CHC norms in ascribing to an individualistic education decision process.    
This study’s findings from 19 study participants’ descriptions of their study 
abroad decision-making experiences generally reinforce the literature references to the 
complex nature of the CHC construct’s impact on decision making.  However, the 
additional delineation of findings into three basic decision-making processes described by 
these contemporary CSSA study participants offers an incremental modeling perspective 
which includes both supporting and contrasting perspectives from representatives across 
China. 
Result Three: Five elements were indicated as key motivators for seeking the study 
abroad experience.   
 
Most of the study participants described personal independence among their top 
three motivating factors.  Travel was the next most represented key aspiration and 
decision motivator.  Quality academics and education was the third most referenced pre-
study abroad motivator.  Exposure to the US’s culture, people, and ideas was the fourth 
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most represented motivating factor for the majority of study participants.  Work 
experience was the fifth most represented aspiration priority.  Additional motivating 
factors referenced by three or fewer study participants included opportunities to hone 
English language skills, potential US citizenship linked to work affiliations, US real-
estate acquisition, and even marriage.  The five identified study abroad aspirations and 
motivating factors identified in the study data share some commonalities with He and 
Banham’s (2011) study abroad education, push–pull factors noted by Mazzarol and 
Soutar (2002), and Bodycott’s (2009) or Wu’s (2014) study abroad decision factors.  
These findings do not completely align with any single theorist.  A comparison of key 
aspirations motivating CSAA students as described by Bodycott (2009), Mazzarol and 
Soutar (2002), He and Banham (2011), and Wu (2014) in light of the five motivators 
identified in the current research is presented in Table 5.  
Table 5 
CSSA Determinants/Aspirations Theories Aligned 
CSSA Motivating Factors  
Mazzarol & 
Soutar (2002) Bodycott (2009) 
He & Banham 
(2011) Wu (2014) 
The present 
study (2017) 
Family 
Determinants 
Family 
Determinants  
Family 
Aspirations 
Participant 
Aspirations 
Participant 
Aspirations 
1. Knowledge of 
host country 
1. Knowledge of 
institution 
1. Highest tier 
institutions 
1. Experience 
new cultures 
1. Personal 
Independence 
2. Personal 
recommendations 
2. Attitude toward 
foreign students 
2. Welcoming 
Immigration  
2. Strengthen 
English 2. Travel  
3. Cost – tuition, 
living expenses 
etc. 
3. 
Recommendations 
3. Post-grad 
employment  
3. Influence 
future career 3. Academics  
4. Physical 
climate 
4. Tuition  & living 
expenses     
4. Exposure 
(culture, ideas) 
5. Geographic 
proximity to home 
5. Climate, 
lifestyle, security, 
racial 
discrimination     
5. Work 
experience 
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Table 5 (continued) 
     
6. Social links  
6. Proximity to 
China     
 
  
7. Social 
connection in host-
country       
  
8. Immigration 
(post graduation)       
  
9. Perceived 
education & 
employment       
  
10. Availability of 
scholarships       
 
 
As discussed in Chapter 2, in addition to the primarily marketing and enrollment 
perspective offered by Bodycott (2009) and Mazzoral and Soutar (2002), the present 
study explored study abroad decision-making aspirations from the broader lens of student 
development suggested by Chickering and Gamson (1987), offering both deeper and 
broader perspectives into CSSA decision-making experiences while also exploring the 
potential benefits of aligning the expanding international student populations into the 
Western education student development formula.  Chickering (Chickering & Gamson, 
1987) established Seven “Student Development” principles to enhance education.  These 
included: 
1) Encourage contact between students and faculty 2) Develop reciprocity and 
cooperation among students 3) Use active learning techniques 4) Give prompt 
feedback 5) Emphasize time on task 6) Communicate high expectations, and 7) 
Respect diverse talents and ways of learning. (p. 2) 
 
Aligning the uniquely Western education Student Development theory and predominant 
marketing research and enrollment acquisition goals reflected in the respective Pull 
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theories, with greater understanding of the CSSA perspectives influencing current 
global student mobility trends, seems to offer promise.  
Result Four: Social media played a significant and positive role in CSSA pre-study 
abroad decision-making processes, during study abroad, and in participant 
transitions home to China. 
 
Study participants’ perspectives regarding the value and utility of social media 
technology warrant consideration within the context of unprecedented globalization and 
internationalization trends in higher education.  A growing number of researchers agree 
with assertions that globalization and internationalization are evident and possibly 
inevitable (Altbach & Knight 2007; Knight, 2012).  Knight (2012) specifically noted, 
“There is no question that internationalization, and particularly international student 
mobility, has transformed the higher education landscape in the last decade” (p. 20).  
Furthermore, no country has seen or embraced the meteoric rise in the application of 
social media technology like China, which is referenced both in the literature and 
reinforced in the study’s participant data.  (In short, it is clear that using social media has 
become an integral part of the decision-making process for Chinese students considering 
study abroad.) 
Study findings are also consistent within the contextual framework of literature 
describing globalization and internationalization trends permeating the higher education 
sector impacted by noted international student mobility and technology in which these 
study participants were immersed (Altbach, 2013; Altbach & Knight, 2007; deWit, 2011; 
Knight, 2008).  Knight (2012) specifically described Internationalization of higher 
education as “the process of integrating international, intercultural, and global dimensions 
into the goals” (p. 22).  This proactive institutional perspective seems to support 
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recommendations by a few study participants that institutions explore ways to 
proactively engage Chinese students, especially those experiencing loneliness 
compounded by described inherent cultural shyness.  
Summary 
Chapter 4 included the findings and results of this case study’s exploration into 
Chinese international students’ decision-making perspectives.  The four major themes 
interpreted from the findings included the participants’ decision-making journey in regard 
to: (a) processes, (b) opportunities and aspirations, (c) challenges overcome, and (d) 
personal transitions both during and after their study abroad experiences along with each 
theme’s relevant subthemes.  The corresponding results generated from the data findings 
offer pertinent insight into study participant perspectives in four key areas: (a) 
Contemporary CSSA decision-making experiences reflected aspects of unique Confucian 
Heritage Culture (CHC) norms and dynamics; (b) No single decision-making process was 
adopted for study abroad decision-making, rather three general paths emerged; (c) Five 
elements were indicated as key motivators for seeking the study abroad experience; and 
(d) Social media played a significant and positive role in CSSA pre-study abroad 
decision-making processes, during study abroad, and in participant transitions home to 
China.   
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
“Education breeds confidence, Confidence breeds hope, Hope breeds peace.”  
Confucius, 551 BC 
The purpose of this case study was to explore in depth the multiple perspectives 
of Chinese study abroad participants’ (CSAA) decision-making processes and impacts, 
seeking to recognize unique CHC dynamics contributing to their decision processes.  A 
thorough analysis considers both upstream and downstream elements of the decision 
process, including decision influences, experiences, and impacts.  The single case study 
approach facilitated deeper perspective into degrees of complexity embedded within 
CSSA decision-making dynamics relating to “how” each individual described their 
personal decision-making experiences and processes within CHC constructs.  
Through the lens of contemporary Chinese study abroad participants, the study 
also explored “why” individual CSSA participants chose to study abroad in the US along 
with their described impacts of their decisions.  The intent of the study was to richly 
document these experiences to be shared with future study abroad participants, their 
families, and institutions.  The following questions framed the research: 
1. How do these Chinese students describe their graduate study abroad decision-
making process, experiences, motivations, and impacts?  
2. How did the Confucian Heritage Culture-based sociocultural/intergenerational 
norms and values of both the students and their families affect their graduate 
study abroad decisions?    
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3. What influences led these Chinese graduate students to choose to study in the 
United States? 
Nineteen individuals from China, all alumni of the Drexel University’s Masters of 
Finance Program who had completed their graduate degree within the five years of 2011-
2016, participated in the study.  The 19 participants included 11 females and eight males 
from cities throughout China.  Fifteen individuals participated in one-on-one interviews 
and four females requested two-on-one interviews.  The two-on-one interviews were 
accommodated partially due to logistical constraints in Beijing as well as to ensure 
female representation in the study.  Nine of the participants graduated in 2016, three in 
2015, one in 2014, and six in 2013.   
Through in-depth analysis of interviews, observations, and artifacts, four findings 
emerged: (a) Contemporary CSSA decision-making experiences reflected aspects of 
unique Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) norms and dynamics; (b) No single decision-
making process was adopted for study abroad decision-making, rather three general 
functional paths emerged; (c) Five elements were indicated as key motivators for seeking 
the study abroad experience; and (d) Social media played a significant and positive role 
in CSSA pre-study abroad decision-making processes, during study abroad, and in 
participant transitions home to China.  The results of the study were interpreted through 
the lens of the study findings integrated with relevant literature.  Conclusions from the 
study data were drawn from findings and results presented through integration of the 
voices, experiences, and perspectives of 19 study participants in response to qualitative 
interview questions.  This final chapter also includes recommendations for helping future 
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US study abroad participants from China, their families, and their prospective US 
higher education institutions, along with possible future research. 
Conclusions 
Building on the trail of evidence reflected in Chapter 4, the conclusions are 
presented in context to the research questions that framed this study. 
Research Question One: How do these Chinese students describe their graduate 
study abroad decision-making process, experiences, motivations, aspirations, and 
impacts? 
 
Qualitative research facilitated deep and rich renderings of the 19 study 
participants’ study abroad decision-making processes, experiences, and impacts that 
shared some commonalities; however, no two journeys were completely alike.  Beyond 
complexly layered interpersonal and intergenerational dynamics embedded in CHC 
decision-making constructs, each study participant’s decision process could be 
categorized into one of three pragmatic and functional decision-making paths.  Most 
participants (63%) described inclusive, multifaceted, family-focused, and inspired 
decision-making processes containing varying degrees of external influences spanning 
months or years.  A smaller number of participants (16%) described inclusive and 
multifaceted decision-making processes and attributed their greatest source of external 
influence to be non-family.  Some participants (21%) described their study abroad 
decision-making process as having been self-initiated and primarily self-driven.  Tung’s 
comments best represented an emerging study abroad participant decision-making 
perspective regarding personal responsibility and long-term impacts noting: 
My decision to earn my Masters degree in finance and to study in the US was 
made by me.  I consulted my parents and discussed study abroad experiences of 
other close friends and Internet connections, but I made the decision and I took on 
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the risk and responsibility of my life and career.  I could not do it without my 
parents but the decision was mine, and I think it was a good strategy.  
 
Regardless of the decision-making path adopted, study participants were quick to 
purport sole ownership of their ultimate study abroad decisions, a perception that was 
sometimes contradicted by their subsequent statements.  This apparent personal and 
sometimes interpersonal conflict reinforced the unique complexity of the decision-
making within CHC constructs.  A conclusion that might be drawn is that contemporary 
CSSA executing decision-making processes within CHC constructs continue to be 
complexly multifaceted, family-focused, group-driven processes; however, emerging 
higher education globalization manifestations including social media technology trends 
seem to be impacting CSSA decision-making processes and outcomes.  The expanding 
influence and impact of social media upon the complexly layered decision process is 
reinforced by Chi who noted, “Social media made researching international schools 
easier.  I know many of my classmates made their decisions based on input from people 
they've never met.”   
A number of participants’ reflections of their study abroad decision-making 
experiences indicated post-decision frustrations relating to perceived overly authoritative 
roles adopted by their fathers.  These individuals hesitatingly described frustration 
regarding their decision outcome while also quickly acknowledging their missed 
opportunity to address their personal interests more effectively while also mitigating 
intergenerational decision dynamic conflicts that disrupt group harmony.  Some 
participants described post-decision emotions that did not subside and instead worsened 
over time.  A few participants who described the benefits of proactively engaging their 
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parents tended to also reflect more positive overall study abroad decision-making 
perspectives regarding their decision-making processes and post-decision outcomes.  
Such proactive intergenerational group decision-making interactions seem to integrate 
more positives aspects of CHC collective decision-making while also embracing some 
Western decision-making styles and perspectives reflected in literature, further 
demonstrating possible emerging commonalities across CHC and Western decision-
making cultures and styles.  A conclusion that can be drawn is that CHC constructs, 
related parental influences, and expected child compliance obligations remain significant 
among many contemporary CSSA decision-making processes; however, attitudes and 
behaviors among study abroad decision-makers may be shifting, as indicated by study 
participant feedback and relevant literature.    
Many study participants heralded social media technology’s positive role in their 
study abroad decision-making process.  Virtually all participants described social media 
as a beneficial networking and information-gathering tool during initial phases of their 
study abroad exploratory research.  While CHC norms promote family and friends as the 
best and most trusted decision-making information sources, most study participants 
described the emergence and rapid expansion of social media as positively impacting 
their decision-making dynamic.  The rapidity of technology-driven change was reflected 
by 2012 alumni that reported limited utilization of social media.  WeChat social 
technology was first available in China in 2012.  Each subsequent alumni class reported 
consistent increases in access to and applications of China’s social media in their study 
abroad decision information gathering.  Such consistent growth in social media utilization 
among Chinese study abroad participants tended to align with concurrent reductions in 
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their reliance upon China’s international enrollment agents.  Additionally, some study 
participants described newly established online relationships with people they had never 
met having influenced their study abroad decisions.  A few students also described social 
media as an important post-decision tool for combatting negative impacts, including 
loneliness and homesickness.  Three participants strongly recommended that US 
institutions use social technology to more effectively engage Chinese students based on 
language and cultural shyness barriers that some participants described as prevalent 
among CSSA participants.  A conclusion that could be posed based on the study data and 
relevant literature would be that social media is viewed by contemporary CSSA 
participants as a powerful resource for the decision-making process and for remaining 
socially connected during study abroad.  In capturing the growing power of emerging 
social media technology throughout the decision-making processes of many of his fellow 
CSSA colleagues, Chi’s noted: “Social media made researching international schools 
easier.  I know many of my classmates made their decisions based on input from people 
they've never met.”  Social media’s impact on the decision outcome also seems to 
expanding traditional CHC norms relating to trusted decision-making networks and 
information sources.  
Additionally, a few female study participants alluded to their use of social media 
as a strategic way to mitigate loneliness and also bridge cultural gaps while abroad.  The 
considerable expanse in the size and scope of the application of social media technology 
by each of the subsequent classes further reinforces the significant potential of social 
media as CSSA decision-making resource, a post-decision loneliness coping mechanism, 
as well as a possible strategic US institution resource for student development and 
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advocacy.  In just five years since the inception of WeChat, the number of users of 
social media in China has surpassed the rest of the world combined.  These shifts in the 
application of social media described by study participants and current literature may also 
impact China’s traditional international enrollment agent system in place for more than a 
decade that dominated the CSSA preparatory process and resulting study abroad 
decisions based on previously existing relationships between China-based agents and 
specific US higher education institutions.  
Research Question Two: How did the Confucian Heritage Culture-based 
sociocultural/intergenerational norms and values of both the students and their 
families affect their graduate study abroad decisions? 
 
All participants described unique CHC constructs that impacted generally 
inclusive study abroad decision-making process experiences, although the degree of 
impact upon the study abroad participants’ or their parents’ decision process and outcome 
varied significantly.  The most prominent and impactful CHC element reflected in the 
study data was one’s perspective relating to inherent CHC collective decision-making 
external constructs of filial piety (child’s indebtedness to parents) and guanxi 
(maintenance of beneficial social relationships).  Many participants alluded to the unique 
and intrinsically generated CHC element of mianzi (self-image), also referred to as the 
importance of saving face as each individual accommodates others, including parents.    
Compounding the underlying complexity of any CHC group decision-making 
process, many participants described perceived potential lifelong implications of poor 
education decisions upon the study abroad participant and his or her family that add a 
greater degree of underlying intensity to every decision-making process.  While most 
participants described their successful navigation of literature-described traditional CHC 
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inclusive family-focused and driven decision-making processes, a few participants 
(16%) touched upon negatively impacted processes and outcomes.  Additionally, many 
participants (37%) described decision-making paths that do not fall within described 
CHC traditional norms.  Three female study participants (16%) described non-family 
external sources as their greatest decision influence.  The clearest contrast to CHC 
decision-making norms was self-initiated study abroad decisions described by male and 
female study participants.  A conclusion that may be posed based on the study data and 
literature is that CHC norms and expectations linked to people’s respective roles continue 
to be a powerful influence on decision-making.  The noted three unique CHC elements 
may contradict with each other in some circumstances described by participants.  
Combined study data and literature seem to reflect possible shifts in contemporary CSSA 
decision-making dynamics reinforcing the benefits of further qualitative research. 
Beyond CHC decision role expectations and processes that some embraced while 
others purposefully bypassed, many study participants promoted the importance of 
achieving and maintaining a balanced perspective throughout the decision-making 
process.  Eight participants (three male alumni and five female alumni) described this 
balanced perspective to include one’s tangible and intangible personal resources.  These 
strategic personal resource allocation strategies varied by individual but generally 
referred to their holistic consideration of both immediate decision-making aspirations 
along with the real and potential costs (immediate and long-term) required to achieve 
desired outcome(s).  The benefits of proactively balancing one’s resources also included 
focusing one’s emotions and energy, especially when one’s individual interests may not 
align group/family interests.   
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Many participants alluded to the negative impact of loneliness and 
homesickness they experienced while studying abroad.  Female participants tended to 
describe their efforts to purposely redirect their negative emotions of loneliness instead 
toward more holistically beneficial outcomes that often resulted in their developing self-
confidence and personal resilience.  The male participants tended to describe more 
intensive degrees of loneliness that did not dissipate while they were overseas.  Male 
participants recommended that US institutions proactively address the problem though 
greater international student engagement.  A conclusion that can be drawn from the study 
data is that balancing of one’s perspective and resources is an additional unique element 
described as important by many study participants.  This unique decision-making element 
was not reflected in the literature, further reinforcing the need for subsequent research 
into the contemporary CSSA experiences. 
The final unique CHC element that emerged in the study data referenced by many 
study participants in some capacity was the element of Hai Gui.  This strategic element 
within China’s “Opening Up” campaign, started in the mid-1990s, encourages study 
abroad consideration while also instilling a nuanced expectation that participants return 
home after their study abroad experiences with new wisdom, similar to nature’s sea turtle 
cycle.  Many study participant study abroad journeys included aspirations of postgraduate 
dream jobs on Wall Street; however, most male and female participants acknowledged 
their journey was not one-way to the US regardless of their postgraduate US job 
placement success.  All (100%) the study participants returned home within two years of 
graduation.  A conclusion to be drawn from the data is that old Western academic 
stereotypes that Chinese students need US financial subsidy and secretly desire to remain 
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in the US after graduation are no longer accurate.  Additionally, the high return rate 
among these study participants compared to those in previous decades seems to 
demonstrate the power of perceived socio-cultural responsibility aligned with strategic 
government policy.     
Research Question Three: What influences led these Chinese graduate students to 
choose to study in the United States?   
 
The qualitative nature of this study permitted deeper analyses of the study 
participant influences motivating their commitments to study abroad in the US over other 
possible English-speaking alternatives.  Many study participants described their holistic 
upstream and downstream decision-making perspectives, including how their pre-study 
abroad decision-making influences and motivating factors corresponded with their 
ultimate post-decision realties that contribute to their current perspective.  For the most 
part, participants described pre-decision aspirations that aligned with the desired post-
decision study abroad experiences and outcomes.  The dominant and most 
enthusiastically described pre-study abroad decision aspiration serving to motivate their 
commitment to US study abroad options was personal independence.  The popularity of 
this motivating element across study participant genders is important for a thorough 
understanding of contemporary CSSA decision-making processes, influences, and 
motivating factors before they arrive on their US campus.  In retrospect, aside from 
serving as a key motivating factor to study in the US, many study participants also 
identified personal independence experienced while abroad as the foundation from which 
their current self-confidence emanates.  The positive shift in her parental relationship 
dynamic was noted by Hua in her reflections once abroad.  "The relationship between me 
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and my parents changed . . . I think that after I began the study abroad, the 
relationship between me and my parents changed, like they treated me like a grown-up 
person for the first time.”   
A conclusion that may be posed based on the study data and relevant literature is 
that personal independence is a valued motivating factor among this study’s participants, 
regardless of genders.  The element’s degree of popularity among this study population 
and lack of representation reflecting personal independence as a motivating factor in 
current literature may suggest that this study may further illuminate CSSA decision-
making influences and motivations manifesting among contemporary CSSA decision-
makers.  Additional qualitative study-generated nuances worth noting was that while 
personal independence was clearly a top motivating factor for both genders, the resulting 
post-decision impact was perceived differently by a number of male study participants.  
Only male participants described their successful acquisition of desired personal 
independence with a degree of trepidation and anxiety.  Female participant descriptions 
did not reflect such dueling emotions.   
Once the individual participants transitioned beyond the threshold of deciding to 
study outside China, many participants described their reasoning for why they committed 
to US study abroad rather than Canada, the UK, or Australia.  First, participants 
referenced their intrinsic aspirations in establishing and identifying their motivation to 
commit to US study abroad.  Second, participants described the importance of the US 
institution’s published school/program and job placement rankings among the top 100 
globally.  Finally, participants described how CHC constructs strongly encourage the 
utilization of known and trusted sources when gathering reliable information to support 
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informed group decisions.  However, in at least four instances, female study 
participants described either face-to-face meetings with previously unknown individuals 
or newly established online acquaintances as their greatest study abroad decision-making 
influences.  A possible conclusion that could be drawn based on the study data and 
relevant literature is that contemporary CSSA participants decision-making processes 
within CHC constructs may be shifting both in regard to which motivating factors drive 
participant commitments to study in the US and the CHC norms regarding acceptable and 
trusted non-family information sources.  The qualitative study findings may facilitate 
relevant discussion on the topic of CSSA decision-making but are not intended to 
generalize any aspect of the uniquely complex CSSA decision-making process. 
Thus far, study findings, interpretations, and recommendations were framed by 
the research questions and participant responses to protocol questions.  However, a 
number of elements emerged that were outside the framework of the research questions 
but still may offer additional context to both the higher education and research 
communities.  All study participants were born after 1990; therefore, all study 
participants have only experienced national economic growth rates above 8%.  This 
positive economic outlook and corresponding impact on the exponentially expanding 
middle class in China is likely to have impacted their personal and familial perspectives.  
Further, even though US tuition rates are the highest among English-speaking countries, 
none of the study participants referenced tuition rate concerns reflecting a high degree of 
family affluence. 
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Recommendations 
Recommendations from this study are focused on CSSA decision-making 
processes, experiences, and outcomes that may benefit future CSSA participants, their 
families, and US institutions. 
Recommendation for Future Study Abroad Decision-Makers 
Engagement in the decision-making process.  While being mindful of CHC 
traditions including filial piety and mianzi that continue to play significant roles in the 
CSSA decision-making processes, aspiring study abroad students should consider and 
clearly communicate their personal perspectives and aspirations to their parents at the 
beginning of the decision-making process.  Those describing post-decision frustrations 
seemed to also recognize that their “quiet” obedience and compliance to CHC constructs 
might have contributed to their personal frustrations.  By proactively communicating 
one’s study abroad perspectives and aspirations to parents or other group decision 
contributors at the start of the decision-making process, a more informed decision 
generating broader and stronger commitment among all stakeholders is more likely.  It is 
noteworthy that those students who described taking a more active role in their study 
abroad decisions also described some of the more successful decision process 
intergenerational dynamics and post-decision impacts and outcomes.  These findings 
speak to the encouragement offered by one CSAA study participant: “It is your life 
 . . . be engaged.”  
Recommendations for Institutional Leaders in Higher Education  
Appreciating cultural differences.  Findings from this study indicate that it is 
important to recognize the commonalities that Chinese students share with Western 
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students while considering overt and subtle cultural differences that guide CSSA 
interactions in the US learning environment.  Beyond CSSA aspirations for personal 
independence (that mirror western individualistic perspectives in and beyond the 
classroom), one of the strongest CSSA decision motivators was their perception of US 
learning environments as different from those in China in a number of key ways.  CSSA 
students perceived the US learning environment as a more welcoming and inclusive 
nature, including engaging faculty in dynamic classrooms containing enthusiastic and 
friendly classmates from around the world.  In many ways, they aspire to experience the 
best of US higher education projected in global publications, institutional websites, and 
touted by trusted friends and experts.  Achieving the described optimal dynamic US 
learning environment based on cultural awareness requires collective commitments from 
all classroom stakeholders to engage and contribute.  This pertains to both the faculty-to-
student and student-to-student interactions.  Many study participants referenced an 
inherent degree of cultural shyness among Chinese students, and while some students 
challenged themselves to actively engage all classmates, most assumed a more passive 
role in engaging others outside their Chinese circle.  Regardless of one’s perspective 
regarding engagement strategy or socializing comfort zone preferences, facilitating 
student development and engagement heightens the holistic learning environment quality 
and post-education impacts for individuals and society.  
Exploiting social media.  Findings from this study indicate that there are many 
reasons to explore potential future applications of social media for engaging CSSA 
prospective candidates as they progress through their study abroad decision-making 
processes and throughout their US studies.  Study participants nearly unanimously 
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heralded the popularity and benefit of social media technology not only in their 
decision-making process of information gathering, but also post-decision applications to 
maintain connections in China and in the US.  Participants noted the expansive growth of 
the size and scope of social media usages in both China and US, nonetheless clarifying 
that China’s technology infrastructure blocks US technology, requiring students to 
operate on two separate technology platforms to engage their Chinese and US networks.  
Regardless of the described technology system disconnects, the user numbers in both 
systems warrant consideration for the utilization of both as a global technology resource.  
Considering the use of China-based technologies to engage prospective candidates, or as 
a strategic supplement to US technologies, offers forward-thinking institutional leaders 
an opportunity to better engage all students while offering the option to target messages 
to key prospective and current student populations.  
The promise of social media technology as a strategic supplement to traditional 
student development, engagement, and advocacy seems significant.  The combination of 
student familiarity and comfort with the technology delivery platforms in both US and 
China, along with the growing global expectation for expediency regarding information 
dissemination seems to reinforce the scale and scope of social technology as a strategic 
higher education investment both by students and internationalizing institutions seeking 
to accommodate more globally diverse student bodies.    
Recommendations for Further Study 
There could be significant benefit in further studying the decision-making 
perspectives of Chinese study abroad Finance Program graduates as young professionals 
on a larger scale.  Additionally, the development of resources for educators could be 
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facilitated by research on the post-study lived experiences of young professionals 
balancing CHC norms with unprecedented degrees of globalization.  
This kind of study could be expanded to recognize the comprehensive potential of 
social media in the study abroad participant decision-making process and experiences.  
While this study was limited to the 19 available study participants from a single 
institution, extension could be accomplished by expanding the study population numbers 
of participants or institutions or possibly by integrating the types of research addressed 
below. 
An important area for future study is to research possible CSSA gender-related 
nuances touched upon in this study.  Two of this study’s female participants were 
passionate in describing what they regard as a key dilemma facing today’s young 
professional women in China.  They discussed their perceptions that young Chinese 
women are expected to match post-graduate career accomplishments of male 
counterparts, while concurrently physically, emotionally, and fiscally supporting their 
parents, and in some cases grandparents.  Further compounding real and perceived 
pressures upon young working professional women is the social norm that they marry 
and have a child—all within an undisclosed schedule set by others.  A survey of Chinese 
female study abroad participants from multiple schools could be conducted to further 
explore the issues raised in this limited single case study of graduates from one 
institution. 
Finally, it is important to consider conducting research that integrates existing 
quantitative and qualitative research to synthesize or contrast existing research to achieve 
a broader and more inclusive research perspective.  Combining existing quantitative 
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marketing and enrollment-focused research on Chinese study abroad participants and 
family preferences with existing or newly developing qualitative studies focused on 
participant perspectives, processes, and experiences could provide thick description to 
complement quantitative trend data. 
Summary 
This chapter highlights and restates the purpose of this case study.  Incrementally, 
it outlines key findings generated by the research study questions, culminating study 
conclusions, and researcher recommendations/considerations for further research.  
Conclusions and recommendations reflected in this chapter were generated based on the 
key findings of the Drexel University Finance Program graduates’ descriptions of their 
perspectives of how they processed their study abroad decision within CHC constructs, 
what motivated them to choose to earn their graduate finance degree in the US, 
challenges they had to overcome, and wisdom they gleaned from the experience to pass 
on to other prospective students and families.  The study findings were presented in four 
cyclical quadrants depicting study participants’ varying perspectives at different points of 
their study abroad decision-making process or post-decision impacts 
What emerged from this study deepens our understanding of the Chinese study 
abroad decision-making journey from the lens and voices of contemporary study abroad 
participants.  These individuals effectively navigated their generally inclusive decision 
processes steeped in Confucian Heritage Culture norms and expectations, while 
balancing their personal aspirations with the family needs and expectations.  Participants 
demonstrated varying degrees of resilience and innovation in addressing post-decision 
challenges.  All study participants successfully transitioned back to China after 
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graduation, demonstrating their personal commitments to culture and country family 
and reinforcing the impact of engrained government policy that refers to study abroad 
participants as Hai Gui, sea turtles retuning home with new knowledge and skills that can 
benefit China, as noted Chapter 2. 
Strategically speaking, no matter one’s perspective or intention, international 
students are increasingly significant in the rapidly globalizing world.  US higher 
education can play an integral role in national and global economic development by 
attracting the best and brightest global talent to commit to learning in US classrooms.  
However, success in this role relies on a commitment to teaching excellence built upon 
knowledge and consideration for all institutional stakeholders.  It is hoped that the 
findings from this study will contribute to such knowledge. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 
 
 
 
Chinese International Students’ Decision Making Perspectives 
 
Time of Interview:  
Date: 
Location/Setting: Sacramento 
Co-Investigator: David Stewart 
Interviewer: Dave Stewart 
Interviewee: 
Position of Interviewee: 
 
Before the interview is conducted: 
• Thank the participant for taking time out of his or her scheduled to be part of your 
study. 
• Explain the purpose of the study and address any study-related questions.  
• Inform the participant approximate length of interview (45-75 minutes). 
• Inform the participant that the interview will be recorded using audio and possibly 
video recorder, as well as IPhone audio recorder as technology troubleshooting 
back up. 
• Inform the participant that confidentiality is important. The participant will not be 
named, however, he or she will be identified by pseudonym, “preferred number 
linked to graduate of Drexel University’s MSF program” within the designated 
time period. 
• Remind the participant that his or her participation is voluntary and he or she has 
the option to end the interview or his or he participation at any time and withdraw 
from the study. 
• Reconfirm with the participant that they wish to participate in the interview. 
• Have them sign the consent form.   
Pre-Interview Survey-Monkey Online Questionnaire link will be emailed to 
confirmed study volunteer participants prior to the interview to establish preferred 
pseudonym to be used throughout the study.  Study participant will be asked to respond 
to basic demographic questions noted below to strengthen the data research analysis. 
Responses to online demographic questionnaire are completely optional and are not 
required to participate in the one on one interview.     
1. Home city  
2. Age at time of study abroad decision 
3. Degree Year - Drexel University; Master’s Degree year earned:  March 2017 
4. Prior education: Institution, city, degree, date earned (leave adequate space) 
5. Participants’ prior full-time work experience Employer/Industry, Work Title, 
Work Location (if different from home city)  
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6.  Parent’s work industries (optional) 
Interview Questions  
1. How would you describe your best memory of your graduate study abroad 
experience?   
2. Reflecting back, how would you describe your graduate education study-abroad 
decision-making experience and process from initial thoughts of studying abroad 
to final decision?  
3. Based on your current perspective, what do you recall regarding your personal 
interests, aspirations and motivations at the start of your study abroad decision-
making process?    
4. Why did you choose to earn a Master’s degree in finance over other possible areas 
of graduate study?   
5. Why did you select the US as your preferred study location over other possible 
locations including China, UK, Australia, Canada, or other non-US options?   
6. How would you describe your study abroad decision-making process 
contributions and/or influences from family members (such as parents, 
grandparents, siblings or uncles/aunts etc.) who may have supported, encouraged 
you for or against your study abroad decision?    
7. How would you describe contributions or influence from non-family members to 
your study abroad decision-making process (if any) including friends, teachers, 
academic advisors, or others who may have supported, guided and/or encouraged 
you for or against your study abroad decision?     
8. What impact do you believe your study abroad decision had on your family 
members (if any) including parents, grandparents, siblings, extended family 
(aunts/uncles/cousins, etc.)?       
9. What impact do you believe your study abroad decision had on your non-family 
members (including boyfriend, girlfriend, teachers, and community members)?    
10. What would you describe was your greatest single influence in your study-abroad 
decision?    
11. Based on your current perspective, describe the greatest challenge/s facing study 
abroad students from China studying in the US?   
12. Based on your current knowledge, how would you enhance your own study 
abroad decision-making experience if you were doing it again today?   
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13. How would you describe the role of social media in your study abroad 
decision-making process?  
14. What recommendations (if any) would you suggest to future Chinese students 
beginning their study abroad decision-making experience?    
15. How would you advise US education institutions seeking to enhance future 
individual Chinese student study abroad experiences?   
16. Are there any additional comments you wish to offer regarding your personal 
study abroad decision-making experience or recommendations to future study 
abroad participants or US higher education institutions? 
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Appendix B: Email Invitation to Participate 
 
 
(Date) 
 
Dear_____________: 
 
I am writing to invite you to participate in my doctoral research project - “Chinese 
International Students’ Decision Making Perspectives: A Case Study – that explores the 
phenomenon of Chinese international study abroad decision-making perspectives, 
experiences and reflections. This study is being conducted as part of Drexel University’s 
dissertation requirements for the Doctoral degree in Education under the supervision of 
Dr. Kathy Geller, Assistant Clinical Professor. 
Those agreeing to participate in the study will take part in an interview lasting up 
75 minutes. The interviews will preferably be face-to-face; some may be done using 
SKYPE or similar technology. For the purpose of doctoral research, I ask that I be 
permitted to record interviews. The interview audio (and possibly video) recordings are 
confidential and used only for the purpose of identifying possible key themes, findings 
and results across the study participant. 
Participation in this study is completely voluntary, you will be provided a 
pseudonym to assure your confidentiality, and you will only be identified as alumna of 
Drexel University’s Sacramento MSF Program. There are no known risks and/or 
discomforts associated with this study and your name will not be associated with the 
research findings.  The expected benefits associated with your participation in this study 
is to help clarify the education decision making perspectives relating to recent study 
abroad participants from China. 
All confirmed study participants will receive an email invitation to complete a 
brief Survey Monkey Online Questionnaire where participants may designate a preferred 
pseudonym and email address to be used throughout this study. The online questionnaire 
contains basic demographic questions that will help strengthen the study but are optional 
and voluntary.  
If you have questions, I would be happy to discuss your participation in more 
detail. I am available at +1 267-275-1756 or at dstewart212@gmail.com.  You may also 
contact the Dr. Kathy Geller, Drexel University, School of Education, +1 916-213-2790; 
kathygeller@drexel.edu with any questions. 
Thank you for your time.  I look forward to your possible participation.  
Sincerely, 
 
David Stewart, Co-Investigator 
Doctoral Candidate, Ed.D. In Education Leadership Management 
Drexel University, School of Education 
+1-267-275-1756 
dstewart212@gmail.com 
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Appendix C: Pre-Interview Survey (Optional) 
 
 
 
Thank you for participating in the research study of Chinese International Decision-
making Perspectives.  Your support and insights are greatly appreciated; however, your 
participation in the study is completely voluntary.   You may choose not to participate in 
the study or refrain from answering any questions you wish. 
 
These questions are completely voluntary and are solely intended to facilitate a deeper 
analysis of the study data from multiple perspectives including gender, prior education, 
and parental work affiliations.   
 
Please do not list your real name on your survey form.  A pseudonym will be assigned for 
each participant so that your real name is not included anywhere in the study.  This is a 
standard research process to ensure study participant privacy and confidentiality. 
 
Please provide your voluntary responses to these questions. 
 
1. Home city _____________________________________________ 
 
2. Current age______________ 
 
3. Age when you decided to study abroad in US ______________ 
 
4. MSF Program Graduation year ___________ 
 
5. Undergraduate degree and major ____________________________ 
 
6. Parents work industries (optional) ___________________________ 
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Appendix D: Consent to Participate 
 
Consent to Take Part In a Research Study  
A Scripted Process to Obtain Verbal Consent from Interview Participants  
1. Title of research study: 
Chinese International Students’ Decision-making Perspectives: A case Study 
2. Researchers:  
Dr. Kathy Geller, Principal Investigator, David Stewart, Doctoral Candidate, 
Drexel University, Co-Investigator 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study 
We invite you to participate in a research study because you graduated from 
Drexel University with a Master’s degree in Finance between 2012 and 2016. 
4. What you should know about a research study 
• The research study will be explained to you. 
• Your participation is voluntary; therefore you may choose whether or not to 
participate. 
• If you choose to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time. 
• If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
• Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, 
contact the Principal Investigator Dr. Kathy Geller at kdg39@drexel.edu. 
 
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board 
(IRB). An IRB reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the 
rights and welfare of human subjects taking part in the research.  You may talk to 
them at (215) 255-7857 or email HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
• Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 
• You cannot reach the research team. 
• You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
6. Why is this research being done?  
The purpose of this single case study is to explore in depth how recent Chinese 
study abroad participants describe their study abroad decision-making 
perspectives, experiences and processes. 
7. How long will the research last? 
The duration of the subject involvement.  
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8. How many people will be studied? 
We expect about approximately twelve Drexel University MSF program alumni 
having graduated within the last five years (2012-2016) to participate in this 
research study.   
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
• Prior to the start of your participation, David Stewart, the Co-Investigator will 
review this form with you and gain your verbal consent to participate in this 
process.  
 
• You will be asked to participate in a one-on-one interview to take place in 
Sacramento, California, Shanghai, China or Beijing, China. You will interact 
with David Stewart, Doctoral Candidate at Drexel University School of 
Education for the one-on-one interview. 
 
• The one-on-one interviews will be held in a designated location based on your 
availability to meet in person in one of the designated cities in August or 
September 2016.   
 
• You will participate in a single 45 - 75 minute interview. A digital recorder 
will be used to assure a verbatim record of the questions and responses.  
 
• You may also be asked if the researcher can review your public online 
activities.  To maintain your confidentiality you will only be identified by a 
pseudonym and identified throughout the study on the recordings and in any 
transcriptions, analysis or reporting by this label.  
10. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You may decide not to take part in the research and it will not be held against you. 
11. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time; it will not 
be held against you.  
12. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me?  
There is no inherent risk to participation in this research study including physical, 
psychological, privacy, legal, social or economic risk to the participants. 
13. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study.   
14. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
There are no benefits to you for taking part in this research. We cannot promise 
any benefits to others for your participation in this research. 
15. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information including 
research study records, to people who have a need to review this information. We 
cannot promise complete secrecy. Organizations that may inspect and copy your 
information include the Drexel University Institutional Review Board and other 
representatives of the University. 
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Following the completion of the study, the Principal Investigator will maintain in 
a locked cabinet in her department at Drexel for a period of three years the 
following original records:  correspondence, research proposal, data collection 
instrument, data and results, audio and video tapes, protocols, Drexel IRB 
submission, approved informed consent form, training certifications, and any 
other documents required by regulations. The co-investigator may also retain 
copies of the above as data records on a flash drive in a locked drawer in the co-
investigators home.  The co-investigator will erase the flash drive files when he 
has completed his work with this data. 
 
We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your name 
and other identifying information confidential. 
16. Can I be removed from the research without my OK? 
The person in charge of the research study can remove you from the research 
study without your approval.  
 
We will inform you about any new information that may affect your welfare or 
choice to stay in the research. 
17. What else do I need to know? 
This research study is being conducted by David Stewart, a Doctoral Candidate at 
Drexel University as part of his program requirements.  He is also the Senior 
Director of Drexel University’s LeBow College of Business Graduate Programs.   
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Appendix E: Observation Form 
Interviewer Pseudonym: 
Interview location: 
Date:  
Observation start time: 
Observation end time: 
Notes and reflections from observations: 
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Appendix F: Participant Interview Summary Form 
 
(adapted from Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008, p. 205, previously adapted from Miles & Huberman, 
1994, pp. 52-54) 
Participant Name: 
Type of Contact: Face-to-face / Phone  
Contact Date: 
Today’s Date: 
Summary of Information for Each Research Question 
 
Research Question #1: 
 
Research Question #2: 
 
Research Question #3: 
 
Additional Information Needed: 
 
Questions, Concerns, Implications, Issues Still to be Addressed: 
 
